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In coastal Karnataka, it is common for households to have bunches of 

onions hanging in the kitchen or from the roofs of the top floor of houses.

They are pink, long tailed and medium sized, and are grown in a hamlet

called Vannalli in the coastal taluk of Kumta in North Kanara district. These

onions are different from the normal large sized onions grown in the plains,

which are pungent, have a thick outer skin, are less sweet and have less moisture content. Vannalli onions are medium in size, have a very thin papery skin, are

less pungent, sweeter and have higher water content.

Onion Village Vannalli, a small hamlet in the interiors of Kumta is better known as ‘onion village’. The primary income for the farmers of this village comes from rain

fed paddy, but onion and vegetable cultivation is a secondary source of income for them. Of the 125 families that live in Vannalli almost all of them cultivate sweet onions and it is believed to be native to the village. People from the surrounding areas who cultivate them collect seeds from the village.

Onions have health giving properties. A normal onion can give 45 calories of energy. It is rich in vitamin C and fibres, contains about 1.2 per cent protein and is germicidal in nature. Normal onions contain about 4 per cent sugar; in sweet onions however, it is higher. Sweet onions are also believed to be good as medication for colds, coughs and to treat asthma. 

Cultivation – a lot of hard work

Like normal onions, sweet onions are ‘short day’ plants and are grown in the

winter. They are restricted to a few hundred acres along the coastal places

like Handigon, Alvekodi, Kadekodi etc. by the sides of the national highway

in Kumta. Some farmers of Gokarna and Bhatkal cultivate them on a small scale. According to the locals, the loose sandy soil, high sunshine and cool nights of winter are best suited for the crop, and the coastal soil contributes to its taste. 

Growing sweet onions is hard work. The crop requires continuous watering all through the three and half months from planting to harvest, except for final drying period. As there are no water sources in the fields, a temporary pond (10-12 ft depth) is dug in a corner of the field to store water for watering them. This pond

has to be cleaned periodically as loose sandy soil can ooze into the pond. Pot watering is the common practice, and it is tedious to water hundreds of bases manually. The most difficult part is probably the need to water the fields before sunrise.

The long tender leaves of onion are very sensitive to dew and the

tiny droplets harden and can cause cold injuries. To overcome this problem

farmers have to get up around two a.m. and finish water the fields by sunrise. Honnappa Naik of Vannalli says, “It is like walking on a rope in the dark.” The darkness, rows of basins on which they cannot step, and a deep pond from which water has to be literally carried, makes it a difficult task.

Once the bulbs are harvested they are tied in bunches and sun dried for a week before they are marketed. Owing to their high water content and lack of appropriate technology, sweet onions cannot be stored for a long time. Unseasonal rains during this period can ruin the crop.  60 percent of the annual production of about eight thousand tonnes are bought by middlemen and sent to different parts of Karnataka, Maharastra and Goa. Farmers have no choice but to sell them for whatever price is decided by the middlemen.  Owing to their weak economic conditions, they cannot bargain or wait for better prices. Shivananda Naik, a young farmer says, “If we don’t sell them immediately we manage our daily expenses.”

Preserving the seeds - a great service The farmers guard their seeds zealously.  While growing the actual crop some onions are specially grown for seeds. They are sun dried and stored in amber coloured bottles, which are plugged and kept in a dark, dry place. The bottles are not opened for any reason till the next season. Care is taken not to expose the seeds to smoke, oil, water and sunlight.  Unfortunately these sweet onions have not drawn the attention of the scientific community. A senior scientist from the National Research Centre for Onion and Garlic, Rajguru Nagar, Pune, says that they know about white sweet onions which are exotic varieties (varieties of foreign origin) but which can be grown in some parts of our country. They are not aware of the pink sweet onion.

This variety of onions is a highly cross pollinated crop and there is every chance of the genetic pool getting diluted and the original taste getting lost. The production has been drastically reducing and farmers are not in position to bear the losses and difficulties. They are in need of proper external guidance and support to continue growing them profitably. The crop needs immediate attention in the areas like proper documentation, conservation of the seeds in its pure form, storage technology and proper ways to encourage and support farmers to grow them and explore ways to add value to the crop.

Finally, it must not be forgotten that it is the efforts of the villagers of Vannalli that have helped to preserve the germplasm of one of the rarest varieties of sweet onions.  This is particularly significant in a world where the trend is largely skewed towards using genetically modified seeds.
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