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Preface

Driving north through the eastern part of Vermont, with the Green Mountains to your left and the Connecticut River below to your right, you are surrounded by farms. The deep soil of the river valley land makes a good place to put down roots—for plants and people alike.

I-91 runs alongside the river, but when you get off of the highway and wind your way along back roads, that’s where you really start to see the heart and soul of Vermont. Centuries old barns, some falling to ruin, and others kept alive by the hard-working hands of one or two devoted people. Stone walls piled along the sides of roads, each stone resting where it was placed by unknown hands, at an unknown date a long time ago. It is on one of these hills, near one of the still surviving barns surrounded by stone walls, where we spent our childhood.

The town of Hartland is not a particularly notable one, lacking the historic mansions that draw crowds of visitors to nearby Woodstock. Its modest town center is home to just a general store, post office, and small diner, all arranged around a central parking lot, and next to an odd 5½ way intersection whose layout has been the subject of disagreement for decades.

When we were young, we learned to ride our bikes along our dirt road and spent our summers splashing in the pond on the far side of our family’s land. When we were old enough, we would ride our bikes to the general store in town, pool our cash, and gorge ourselves on every kind of candy and junk food we could find.

Growing up on a Vermont farm, I guess you could say that as children we took good food for granted. It was not “farm to table” food, or local organic superfoods, it was just food. As young adults, we began lives of our own, and in the typical way, survived on primarily cold pizza and ramen. It was not until several years later that we each in our own way reconnected with the land, with Vermont, and with local food systems.


Nora attended culinary school in England, and then moved back to the States, working in restaurants in Seattle, then Montana. She then returned to Europe, this time living and cooking in Italy, then Ireland, and then New Zealand, learning about the local food systems of each place. I stayed in Vermont, in the same river valley where we grew up, and after a few different jobs, and a few different apartments, I settled on a six-acre homestead with the man who would become my husband, and started my business as a photographer and designer, all while constantly expanding my gardens and acquiring new farm animals on the side.

It was when Nora returned from living abroad in New Zealand that the idea for Local Pantry was born. Out of a shared love for food, farming, and creativity, came the idea to create a book of recipes from the local land. Good, healthy food is so abundant right here in Vermont, and seeing a constant stream of trendy recipes calling for superfoods grown thousands of miles away shines a light on the thing that is missing; healthy, real food that I can watch turn from a seed to a plant to a meal. Food that I can see not only nourishing myself and my family, but also my neighbors, local farms, the local economy, and the earth. There is more than one way to define healthy, but it goes beyond the way that food affects one’s body. You can’t ignore the health of the person who harvested the food for low wages, the pollution burdening our earth and our bodies caused by shipping that food around the world, and the plastic waste left over when all is said and done.

In a way it has been done before, and the idea of farm to table recipes is nothing new, but The Vermont Farm to Table Cookbook brings the local ingredients theme to a new level, using exclusively Vermont-grown ingredients, with only the tiny exception for things like salt and cooking oil. We hope that you will find in this book the same thing that we find here in Vermont—a sense of place, a sense of connection, and of course, delicious food!

—Jenna
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Welcome to Vermont
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The contrasting seasons of Vermont combined with the gently mountainous landscape offer a sense of place so distinct that only an hour’s long drive will take you away to an entirely different world. Our mountains do not tower along the skyline, but instead roll more gently along the horizon, still framing the landscape in gentle peaks. The sky is small here, small and comforting. Rarely can you see the whole horizon for the trees standing in your way. But when you do find yourself on top of one of these gentle mountains, when you really can see everything, it will take your breath away.

Compared to other places, people will tell you Vermont is not the easiest place to grow food. Perhaps this is true—those same mountains that stand along the horizon have all around them left stones throughout the soil. The growing season is not long here, but it is just long enough. You can’t grow everything, but you can grow everything you need.

Every April, spring brings with it edible plants hidden and tucked away in the shadows of hillsides and on the banks of rivers and streams. After a long winter, the people and wild animals alike long for new beginnings, and for fresh foods! And just in time, spring greens pop up in gardens all across the land, and if you know where to look, hidden fields of wild leeks and fiddlehead ferns are bountiful.


Summer is fleeting, and that makes it all the more beautiful. Berries bursting forth on every bush, ripe tomatoes drooping on the vine, and sweet corn, if only you can beat the raccoons to it! Summer days are long, but the season itself is short, giving it a nostalgic feel, frozen in time.

Fall may be the most iconic season for Vermont and all of New England, and visitors flock here to see the trees turn color. But fall brings another kind of excitement too— harvest season! The time when every food is ready for the picking, bursting with flavor and vibrant color. And the options for meals from the land seem limitless.

Winter brings with it a deep calm. A slowing down of the mind, of the routines, and of time itself. Winter is a time for reflection, for rest, and for comfort food. A time for slowly enjoying the bounty of the past months, with root cellars and pantries stocked with the staples: potatoes, dry beans and corn, carrots, and cabbage, and freezers full of frozen veggies and meat.

This book will offer you new perspectives on cooking from the local land, on growing your own food, and on making that food into meals without relying on outside ingredients. Every ingredient listed on these pages can be grown in your own garden or found at a farmstand just down the road. Just like the land, food is unique to a place, and unique to a moment in time, tied to the changing of the seasons. The best food you will ever taste won’t be shipped halfway around the world; it will be harvested right where you live. Maybe it is the freshness that brings out the superior flavors, or maybe the knowledge and understanding that is mixed throughout the meal adds that additional flavor, that “taste of place.”



Growing Pantry Staples

[image: image]

Many home gardeners tend to focus on greens, tomatoes, zucchini, and all of those summer crops. And for good reason—a fresh tomato is not even similar to the sad, pale, barely-red tomatoes that you might find in a supermarket. But storage crops and staples are often overlooked, and many of these crops can grow easily here in Vermont and offer nutritious food and superior flavors year-round. Dry beans, flour corn, potatoes, cabbage, and winter squash are among those often overlooked staples. Many of these staples are surprisingly easy to cultivate, and can yield bountiful harvests, enough to last through the winter.



Flour Corn
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Similar to dry beans, if you have ever grown sweet corn, then you more or less already know how to grow flour corn. If you have ever grown decorative “Indian corn” then you have actually already grown flour corn, as these beautiful ears can not only be used for decoration but can also be ground into cornmeal or polenta.

When growing corn of any variety, it is important to have a patch at least four rows wide. Corn is wind pollinated and having a larger patch gives you a better chance of harvesting nice full ears. However, you can always help your corn out by shaking a few of the tassels near the young ears, helping to ensure successful pollination.

Wait for the husks of your corn to dry before harvesting the ears. After harvest, unwrap the ears and place them on a wire rack or screen to ensure good airflow while they dry. Once the corn is fully dry, twist the kernels off of the ears and store them in airtight containers. Wait to grind your cornmeal until you are ready to use it to ensure maximum freshness. Small hand crank mills are fairly inexpensive and can be used to grind your corn at home. I keep most of my corn in the pantry in kernel form but keep a quart jar of ground cornmeal in the kitchen cabinet, at the ready.



Dry Beans
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Dry beans are one of my favorite storage crops to grow, simply because they are so easy to store. Once dried, beans can be kept for a year or longer in airtight containers. No refrigeration is necessary, and the flavor and textures of different heirloom beans are nuanced and delicious. If you are already growing green beans, then you know just about everything that you need to know. Plant the seeds after the danger of frost has passed, about four inches apart and one inch deep. Unlike green beans, you won’t be harvesting until a bit later in the season, but very little maintenance is required, other than an occasional weeding. Even that is kept to a minimum as the leafy bush beans shade out most weeds. When the pods begin to turn brown, pick them and shell the beans into baskets. Allow them to air dry for several weeks, then store the beans in airtight containers.

Some of my favorite fall evenings have been spent sitting on the porch with a few friends, chatting away and shelling beans. You look down after a good conversation to find that the beans are all shelled, and you didn’t even notice.

And one more bonus, there are dozens of varieties of gorgeous heirloom beans, almost too pretty to eat, and you can easily keep your own seed. Since beans are self-pollinated you needn’t worry about cross pollination, and you can set aside a few of your beans to plant in the spring!



Potatoes
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There is something really fun about growing potatoes—almost like magic. You bury one tuber in the spring and when you return to dig it up in the fall, that one tuber has multiplied into a dozen!

You might think that a potato is a potato and there can’t be much difference between the homegrown variety and the ones you find in a supermarket, but you couldn’t be more wrong.

Dozens of potato varieties are available to the home gardener, each boasting of different desirable traits. From the bright purple Magic Molly potatoes, which are purple through to the center, to the smooth and creamy German Butterball, a small golden potato with the creamiest texture I have ever tasted. A homegrown potato has a firm consistency, complex flavor, and beautiful smooth skin, unlike your average supermarket spud. Potatoes can be a fantastic staple in your diet, especially throughout the winter and early spring, and they are absolutely delicious in recipes like our Smashed Yukon Gem Potatoes (p. 139) and Potato and Wild Leek Gratin (p. 47).
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