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  INTRODUCTION

  I have spent most of my life along the New England coast. My earliest summers were full of small adventures in rowboats and skiffs, which later became a bit bigger as I progressed to larger boats and sailing the Maine coast. We dug clams, picked mussels, caught flounder and striped bass. My family and friends would gather for big lobster dinners in the summertime. The kids would revel in sucking the meat out of the lobster legs until we grew big enough to warrant our own whole lobsters and graduated from hot dogs. In late summer, we walked just up the road for fresh-picked corn to accompany our feast, often with no more than twenty minutes between picking and eating.

  We knew the fishermen and farmers nearby. We debated the relative merits of lobster claws versus tails, hard shell versus soft shell, and whether it was worth picking out the body meat. (My mother, who endured World War II rationing in Great Britain, was always picking apart the bodies long after everyone else had thrown in the napkin.) Anyone fortunate enough to grow up as I did will know that the New England experience and our history have a great deal to do with the ocean and the bounty that comes from it. The men and women who fished, tonged, dug, trawled, and trapped fish and shellfish did not have an easy life, but there was something that drew them to the sea, and they left a rich maritime history in their wake.

  The first incarnation of this book was devoted exclusively to seafood history, stories, and recipes. Now, twelve years after writing Mystic Seafood: Great Recipes, History, and Sea-faring Lore from Mystic Seaport, I have added another component. The perfect accompaniments to the bounty of our coastal waters come from the rich but stubborn land. I know well that locally grown corn is just as important to a New England summer supper as the juiciest lobster. This new edition presents recipes from the bounty of the land alongside the riches of the sea. While still exploring the history and culture of food in the Northeast, I have rounded up some of the most classic New England dishes. Some were born of necessity in days before our modern conveniences; others reflect an abundant harvest and celebrate seasonal gifts like strawberries in spring or cranberries in autumn. I have a deep appreciation not only for fundamental foods of the land like maple syrup, pumpkin, corn, venison, beans, and brown bread, but for the people of other cultures who arrived and made our culinary landscape more interesting and delicious.

  As I rewrote this book, I became, once again, awed by the resourcefulness and ingenuity of those who lived in New England before the days of central heat, electricity, and various aids—like tractors and engines in fishing boats, weather forecasts, and GPS—that we now take for granted. And those who were here first, Native peoples and then early settlers, gave us the gift of finding varied and essential ways of preserving our food.

  Beginning with the foods that were available before the first settlers arrived on these shores, through adaptations over time, to new twists on old recipes, we celebrate food: wild, cultivated, and created. There are recipes that date back to the earliest settlers (I don’t think any of them go back further than salt cod, which was caught and preserved in vast quantities in the 1500s by Portuguese fishermen) up through the 1800s and beyond. Various chefs and food writers have put a delicious spin on the classics as well. The possibilities for fresh-picked strawberries are endless. The iconic cranberry, apple, and pumpkin nourish New England in their various seasons. New recipes here prove that they’re not always just for dessert, either! Pickling and preserving recipes will give you the tools to savor local produce all year round and live the true northeastern wisdom: waste not, want not!

  But to chronicle all these foods and recipes would be encyclopedic (and maybe a little boring). I just want you to cook, experiment, and maybe find a few interesting tidbits about our food history. Let this book inspire your next family meal. If you’ve always wondered what Blueberry Grunt was, perhaps the mouthwatering recipe will remind you to take advantage of the multitude of blueberry patches open for picking in the summer months. Traditional pies like Maple Walnut and Pumpkin are made even sweeter with local ingredients and the understanding of their New England roots. Round out a meal of Blackened Swordfish with New England Succotash, and get cozy in the wintertime with never-fail Baked Beans. I hope these stories and recipes deepen your connection to the bounty of New England, and enrich the meals you share. But most of all, I hope you enjoy this book, the recipes, and sitting down to a great meal.


   
  FRUIT OF THE SEA
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  On the Half Shell: Bivalves

  Oysters

“He had often eaten oysters, but had never had enough.”

  —W. S. Gilbert

  My father died shortly before I began working on the first edition of this cookbook, some 12 years ago. I think he would have liked it, though food, with the exception of oysters, was not something of great interest to him. But every time I reread the tribute below, I remember my dad and smile. Then I go in search of a dozen or two on the half shell. After all, I come by it honestly.

  In The Art of Eating, M. F. K. Fisher famously remarked: “There are three kinds of oyster eaters: those loose-minded sports who will eat anything, hot, cold, thin, thick, dead or alive, as long as it is an oyster; those who will eat them raw and only raw; and those who with equal severity will eat them cooked and no way other.” My father counted himself among the first group—a man who never met an oyster he didn’t like.

  This was strange to me, as he was born in Lawrence, Massachusetts, in 1916, grew up in the dingy culinary tradition of a Scottish Presbyterian household, and otherwise could hardly be described as “a loose-minded sport.” He liked hot dogs, beans, and brown bread; ham sandwiches, roast beef, and mashed potatoes. He had no love of swimming fish, but loved lobsters and shrimp. Watching him eat oysters was something altogether different, though, and a source of wonderful memories. When he ate oysters, a different side of him emerged. He approached oysters with a kind of reverence, savoring the complex briny tastes with great focus. It was a bit like watching someone listen to a favorite symphony. It was the only time I saw my father close his eyes when he ate.

  For many years our Christmas dinners would begin with oysters on the half shell, an American tradition that originated in the late 1800s. My brother, the designated shucker, would have brought a peck of bluepoints up from Maryland that morning. After he arrived, presents were opened, then it was on to Bloody Marys and oysters. Then a standing rib roast of beef and plum pudding.

  It was a dangerous thing to set the platter of freshly shucked oysters in front of my father—if you wanted any for yourself, that is. Eventually we all wised up and kept some back. Otherwise, by the time my diligent brother-shucker had removed his apron, I had mixed and delivered the Bloody Marys, and my mother had attempted unsuccessfully to fend my father off, the platter would hold perhaps one dozen, out or five or six dozen, for the three of us to share. I remember hearing him call out, “You’d better get in here if you want some of these!”
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  My father lived a long and happy life. Whether it had anything to do with the oysters, I can’t say. I do know that he left us an oyster legacy. Not only do I still love oysters and still savor them as part of our family’s traditions, but every time I taste the clear, briny ocean flavor of an oyster on the half shell, I’m offering a sort of tribute to my dad. I close my eyes and taste.

  A Brief History of Oystering

  Oystering certainly didn’t start in the United States—people have been eating oysters since Roman times—but it has been an integral part of the American fishing scene from precolonial days.

  Native Americans on both coasts ate oysters, as did the colonists, but it was in the nineteenth century that oystering really took off. Oysters were eaten in casseroles, stuffings, and stews. They were popular street food, grilled on braziers and eaten on the run—the nineteenth-century version of a slice of pizza to go. By the late 1800s, no elegant dinner was complete without a few dozen bluepoints to start.


[image: Dredges were towed along the bottom by sailing vessels such as the Mystic Seaport Museum Nellie was a sailing oyster dredger in southeastern Connecticut and Long Island’s Great South Bay.]



  To satisfy the American hunger for oysters, oystering became a full-fledged industry. Unlike most fishing, which didn’t do much to maintain healthy stock levels, oyster fishermen seeded their own oyster beds, leaving some fallow to prevent overfishing and allow the oysters to grow to marketable size. Oysters grown in polluted waters such as New York Harbor were often moved to cleaner waters in Long Island Sound to purify themselves before they were sent to market. Oystering was almost certainly the first American aquaculture.

  Oysters are harvested in shallow water. The traditional method uses tongs, scissor- like metal rakes that grab the oysters and pull them from the bottom. Oystermen stand in a boat’s open cockpit and tong the oysters in water about 10 feet deep.

  Dredging is another technique used for oystering. In the 1800s, flat-bottomed sailing vessels permitted oystering in shallow waters, while large sailing rigs made them as fast as many yachts and minimized the time spent getting back and forth to the oyster beds.


  Know Your Oysters

  Although there are dozens of names for oysters in the United States, there are only four actual varieties. These four are, however, spread over such a wide range of coastline that they develop distinct local tastes and textures.

  The eastern oyster is known by many names: the bluepoint (Long Island), Malpeque (Prince Edward Island), Chincoteague (Virginia), Breton Sound (Louisiana), Wellfleet (Massachusetts), and Cotuit (Nantucket), among others. Eastern oysters are eaten both cooked and raw. Those hailing from the colder waters in Canada and New England are usually firmer and somewhat brinier in taste. They are eaten year-round, although some folks feel that they are softer and less tangy in the summer months—the “non-R” months.

  The belon or European oyster is raised both in the United States and throughout Europe. It is native to Brittany and eaten raw, not cooked. To many, it is the finest oyster for eating on the half shell. Belons, like Pacifics and Olympias, spawn during the summer months, which causes their taste and texture to be less appealing.

  The Olympia oyster is native to Washington’s Puget Sound but is found from Alaska to Mexico. It is small with a full, coppery taste and is eaten raw, not cooked.

  The Pacific or Japanese oyster is the giant of the oyster family, sometimes reaching a foot in length. Although the larger specimens are too large for eating raw, the smaller ones are very good on the half shell. The flavor is sweet and mild. Because Pacifics grow so rapidly, they are cultivated throughout the world: on the West Coast of the United States as well as in Japan, Chile, and New Zealand.

  Oddly, the tiny and delicate Kumamoto oyster is part of the Pacific family of much larger oysters. It is prized for its mild and creamy flavor on the half shell. Because it doesn’t spawn in cold American waters, it is eaten year-round.


  Are Oysters Really an Aphrodisiac?

  Oysters as far back as classical Rome were thought to increase vitality, virility, and libido. Legend has it that Casanova used to put away fifty oysters just to start the day. While much of the aphrodisiac effect may be just a myth—or a placebo effect—scientists have linked the high zinc content and the presence of two rare amino acids in oysters to increased sexual desire. Whether fact or fiction, the oyster-as-aphrodisiac theory has been around for thousands of years and isn’t likely to go away.



  Oysters on the Half Shell

  If you’ve never done it before, opening a raw oyster can be a real challenge. Frankly, it can be challenging even if you have. Not only is it difficult to see where you might insert a tool to pry the shell open, but the seal between the two shells is also very tight. Keep at it, and it’ll get easier. It’s a skill worth having.

  You’ll need an oyster knife, which has a long, flat blade with a rounded tip and a large handle.

  The basic method is this: Find a sturdy glove or towel in which to hold the oyster. Place the oyster firmly on a flat surface with the flatter shell up and the hinged, narrow end toward you. Pushing firmly, wiggle an oyster knife into the hinge until the knife pushes past the hinge. Give the knife a quarter turn to break the seal. Run the knife against the top shell to disconnect it, and discard the top shell. Then run the knife under the oyster to disconnect it from the bottom shell so it will slide out easily—onto a fork or directly into your mouth. The liquid in the shell should be clear and briny, and the oyster should smell like the ocean.

  Here are a couple of alternate techniques that, though frowned on by oyster pros, work fairly well:

  •Use an old-fashioned V-shaped, hand-punch can opener to pry the oyster open at the hinge.

  •Hang the wide end over the end of the counter and chip of a piece of shell with a hammer. Insert an oyster knife into the chip, and pry open by twisting the knife.

  Serve oysters on a bed of shaved ice with lemon wedges and your favorite sauce; see the recipes for Mignonette Sauce, Cocktail Sauce, and “California Roll” Oysters that follow.

  If this all seems like too much work, you can ask your fishmonger to shuck some oysters for you, but they should be eaten as soon as possible. An oyster on the half shell should be fresh, fresh, fresh.

  Mignonette Sauce

  This is a classic French sauce that seems to be preferred by oyster purists (although serious purists might stick to oyster with no sauce at all). It really does let the oyster flavor shine. Essentially, you are pickling minced shallots here, so make the sauce at least a couple of hours before you serve it. Invest in a good-quality vinegar—this will be smoother than a less-expensive one.

  MAKES ABOUT ¾ CUP.

  2 tablespoons peppercorns—black or a mixture of pink, white, and black

  2 shallots, minced

  ⅔ cup good, mild red wine vinegar or sherry vinegar

  1. Crush or grind the peppercorns and place them in a small jar.

  2. Add the shallots and vinegar to the jar and shake well.

  3. Chill for 2 hours or more.

  4. Spoon onto raw oysters, to taste.

  Cocktail Sauce

  You can experiment with this recipe by using fresh herbs (I like dill and chives) and different kinds of hot sauces. One of my favorites is Tabasco brand Chipotle Pepper Sauce, which is milder and smokier than the company’s regular hot sauce.

  MAKES ABOUT 1 CUP.

  ½ cup ketchup

⅓ cup prepared horseradish

2 tablespoons fresh lemon juice

Freshly ground pepper, sea salt, and hot sauce, to taste

  Mix all the ingredients in a small bowl and serve alongside raw oysters or any cold shellfish.

  California Roll Oysters

  This topping—an interesting departure from the usual oyster sauces—evokes the flavors of sushi-bar California rolls, with avocado, wasabi, and fish roe.

  MAKES ENOUGH TO TOP A DOZEN OYSTERS ON THE HALF SHELL.

  ½ avocado

2 teaspoons prepared wasabi

2 teaspoons fresh lemon juice

Sea salt, to taste

Salmon roe or red lumpfish

  1. Mash the avocado well in a bowl.

  2. Add the wasabi and lemon juice and mix well. Salt to taste.

  3. Top oysters on the half shell with this mixture—about ½ teaspoon each.

  4. Sprinkle with salmon roe.


  Bloody Mary

  Oysters on the half shell seem to go beautifully with crisp white wines, such as Muscadets and dry Rieslings, but I love Bloody Marys with mine. Here’s my recipe for this classic cocktail, which pairs well with just about any kind of seafood appetizer.

  SERVES 1.


  NOTE: YOU CAN MULTIPLY THIS RECIPE BY THE NUMBER OF GUESTS AND MAKE A PITCHER TO SAVE TIME.

  4 ounces tomato juice

4 ounces Clamato juice

2 teaspoons Worcestershire sauce

1 teaspoon prepared horseradish

1 teaspoon fresh lemon juice

  Dash of hot sauce

2 ounces vodka

Salt and pepper

Lime or lemon wedges, for serving

Celery stalk, for serving

  Mix all the ingredients and pour into a tall glass over ice. Garnish with a wedge of lime or lemon (or both), and a celery stalk.



  Fancy Roast Oysters

  This is an adapted version of one of dozens of recipes for oysters from the 1896 Boston Cooking School Cookbook. By the time this cookbook was published, oysters were far more popular and presentable on the table than they had been a century and a half earlier, in colonial times. Like lobsters, as oysters became scarcer, they became more prized. In the 1787 Compleat American Housewife, oysters were mentioned only once; the Boston Cooking School Cookbook included nearly three dozen preparations.

  SERVES 6 AS A FIRST COURSE.

  3 tablespoons butter

1 pint shucked oysters, drained

Sliced brown bread

⅓ cup chopped parsley

Salt and pepper, to taste

  1. Melt the butter in a saucepan or frying pan.

  2. Add the oysters and sauté them in the butter until they plump up and their edges begin to curl. Shake the pan gently to be sure the oysters cook evenly.

  3. Serve the oysters on toasted brown bread cut into triangles and sprinkled with parsley. Season to taste with salt and pepper.

  Oyster Stew

  Boston’s famed Union Oyster House serves this classic oyster stew.

  SERVES 2.

  1 pint light cream or half-and-half

2 tablespoons butter

16 raw oysters, freshly shucked, with their juices

Paprika or finely chopped parsley

Salt, pepper, Worcestershire sauce, and hot sauce, to taste

  1. Scald the cream or half-and-half by heating it until a thin skin forms on top.

  2. Melt the butter in a small saucepan over low heat.

  3. Add the oysters and their juices to the pan and sauté until plumped.

  4. Combine the cream, butter, and oysters in a crock or soup bowl.

  5. Sprinkle with paprika or parsley. Season to taste with salt, pepper, Worcestershire sauce, and hot sauce.


  The Union Oyster House

  The Union Oyster House at 41 Union Street in Boston is the oldest oyster bar in America—and the nation’s oldest restaurant in continuous service as well. Its doors have been open since 1826, when the semicircular oyster bar was installed. It was here that Daniel Webster, a regular customer, drank a tall tumbler of brandy and water with his oysters, generally consuming at least six plates’ worth. John F. Kennedy was a patron as well.

  You can still get a stool at the bar and watch the expert shuckers opening oysters and clams and serving up their classic chowders and oyster stew. The oysters are shucked fresh as you watch, and you concoct your own cocktail sauce from jars of ketchup, horseradish, and hot sauce. It’s a classic, and the model for many other venerable establishments across the country.

  In 2003, the Union Oyster House was designated a National Historic Landmark.

[image: Boston’s Union Oyster House, founded in 1826 and still going strong. Photograph circa 1880.]



  Angels on Horseback

  This is a recipe that has been around for ages, and most versions call for wrapping a shucked oyster in bacon and grilling it. I like the idea of broiling the oysters in their shells on top of the bacon and adding a pinch of Old Bay Seasoning.

  SERVES 4 AS AN APPETIZER.

  12 oysters in the shell

3 slices thick-cut smoky bacon

Pinch of Old Bay Seasoning

Lemon slices, for serving

  1. Preheat the oven broiler.

  2. Scrub the oyster shells thoroughly under cold running water with a wire brush.

  3. Shuck the oysters, reserving each bottom shell. Place these shells in a baking pan on a bed of rock salt or crumpled foil to keep them flat.

  4. Cut the bacon slices into 2-inch lengths or to fit a shell lengthwise. Place one piece in each shell. Broil until the bacon curls and renders its fat.

  5. Place one oyster in each shell and turn to coat it with bacon fat. Broil until the oysters are just cooked through and curled at the edges, about a minute.

  6. Remove the pan from the broiler and add a sprinkle of Old Bay Seasoning on each oyster. Serve with lemon slices.

  Oysters Rockefeller

  This is a classic and luxurious treatment of oysters. Countless chefs have introduced variations on the theme of spinach, bacon, and oysters; this is mine.

  SERVES 4 AS AN APPETIZER.

  2 slices thick-cut bacon

1 tablespoon butter

1 shallot, finely minced

6 cups loosely packed spinach leaves, chopped

1 tablespoon Pernod (optional)

¼ cup heavy or whipping cream

12 oysters on the half shell, drained

1½ tablespoons grated Parmesan cheese

1½ tablespoons bread crumbs

Fresh ground pepper, to taste

Lemon wedges, for serving

  1. Preheat the oven broiler.

  2. In a large, shallow pan, fry the bacon until just barely crisp. Drain on paper towels and set aside. Pour off all but a couple of teaspoons of the bacon
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  More praise for The Mystic Cookbook

  “Here are great seafood recipes, anecdotes about fish and fishing, and the history of New England seafood. Entertaining and informative reading.”

  —Linda Greenlaw, author of The Hungry Ocean, The Lobster Chronicles, Recipes from a Very Small Island, and more New England favorites

  “Get out your lobster pot, your clam and oyster knives, and a big appetite. . . . Jean Kerr’s description of a traditional New England clam bake, odd tidbits about oysters, lobsters, and scallops will have you shaking your head: ‘Hey, I didn’t know that!’ This is a terrific addition to the legions of great cookbooks devoted to the subject of New England seafood!”

  —Kathy Gunst, Cordon Bleu trained chef, James Beard Award for Home Cooking winner, cookbook author, food writer, and former culinary editor of Food and Wine magazine

  “Jean Kerr has a wonderful sense of food, particularly from a historic viewpoint, with her knowledge of the old and tried combinations that have made New England and Mystic Seaport great places to sit down and have a simply made but delicious soup, casserole, or baked, fried, steamed, or grilled piece of fish.”

  —Master Chef James Haller, author of five cookbooks, including The Blue Strawberry Cookbook and Cooking in the Shaker Spirit
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