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• Introduction •


If you want to make an apple pie from scratch, you must first create the universe.
—CARL SAGAN



In addition to my long and well-documented romance with garden vegetables, I’ve had a long-standing love affair with fruit. While I take a great deal of pleasure in cooking with produce, I love making desserts, too. I’ve been making desserts since I was about twelve, beginning where many young girls do, with crêpes. Years later, at the Zen Center, where my fellow students and I were lusting for sweets, I made countless hotel pans of crisps and cobblers, cakes, and cookies. I made fruit desserts at Greens for the first few years we were open, to supplement the pastries from the Tassajara Bakery, and I’ve worked on a few occasions in the pastry department of other restaurants. The dessert area is where I got my start cooking at Chez Panisse, working with pastry chef Lindsey Shere, and it’s where I spent several years at Café Escalera in Santa Fe, when I realized that I preferred the quiet concentration of confection to the hectic heat of the line.

Despite my affection for fruit desserts and some years spent at their service, I don’t consider myself a pastry chef. Rather, I’m a cook who makes desserts. The difference? I think of pastry chefs as having a way in the kitchen that is precise and particular. Pastry chefs’ aprons are free from chocolate stains and dribbles of fruit, and they make things that are complex and even architectural. Measurement and exactitude are essential to their craft, while in cooking such things are a bit more relaxed. There’s a big difference between sautéing a pear and constructing a pyramidal log of chocolate cake layered with creams and covered with a perfect ganache. (I’m still mildly amazed when I’ve succeeded in making a beautifully crimped piecrust.) Pastry prefers a more even temper, rather than an impulsive approach.

In general, I favor desserts that don’t depend on exacting conditions or considerable manual dexterity to succeed. In fact, the desserts I like most depend not on our skill as pastry chefs as much as on the materials we start with, which is why this collection of fruit desserts is so closely linked to orchards, farm stands, farmers’ markets, and backyard gardens—places where you’ll find good fruit that will ensure your success. After all, you don’t want to go to the trouble of making a peach pie and then discover it has no taste.

“But fruit is so simple!” you might think, and yes, that’s true. A tangerine, a peach, a slice of pineapple with a splash of Kirsch, dried figs with roasted almonds or simmered in aged sherry—these are indeed simple with respect to preparation. But to find a piece of fruit that can stand naked and alone on the plate with no sugar, no cream, no crust—that is another matter
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THE IMPORTANCE OF NAMES



GROWING EXCEPTIONAL FRUIT


CHOOSE THE RIGHT LOCATION


CHOOSE THE RIGHT VARIETY


FERTILIZE STRATEGICALLY


IRRIGATE SPARINGLY


CARRY A LIGHT CROP







RETURNING TO THE CHARMS OF LOCAL FOODS



BEYOND FRUIT





SOME AMERICAN ORIGINALS





AND FINALLY, ABOUT THE DISHES






ten hints

1. BE SOMEWHAT ORGANIZED

Even if you’re not so inclined, it really pays to get organized before making dessert. You don’t want to see the air go out of your beaten egg whites while you search for the cake pan. Or discover that you’re out of baking powder just when you need it! Being methodical is truly worth the effort.

2. PROTECT A PIECRUST

Protect a crust from juice-bearing fruits like plums and peaches by laying down a layer of crushed biscotti, buttered bread crumbs, or nuts finely chopped with a little sugar. The juice will go to these things first, leaving the crust more or less crisp and intact.

3. RESCUE DRY RAISINS, DRY DATES, AND SUGAR

Dates eventually become dry and hard but they can be saved. Put them in a steaming basket over simmering water for about five minutes, or until they feel soft. They’ll regain their luster and their plumpness. You can treat dry raisins this way, too.

Sugars, such as muscovado and organic dark sugars, can also become dry and hard. To soften, put the sugar in a bowl and cover with a damp dish towel. Leave on the counter, and after several hours the sugar will have begun to soften.

4. SAVE A FALLEN CAKE

Should your nut torte collapse in the center, perhaps as a result of baking at a high altitude, which is often a challenge, slice off the top and don’t worry about the hole in the middle. Spread whipped cream over the cake, then return the top layer. The hole makes a window for the cream and any decorative fruit you might use. Dust with powdered sugar and serve with pride.

    Should a cake stick to its pan and present no hope of rescue, tear it into pieces and use it to make a “bread” pudding. When this happened with the Winter Squash Cake with Dates, it made the best bread pudding ever.

5. TRUST THE CRUST

I was puzzled when a farmer was offering fragrant but suspiciously firm white nectarines at his booth. Could these be any better than the hard fruit I could buy at a supermarket, I asked?

“First of all,” he replied, “the sugar spots tell you these are going to be sweet.” Sugar spots are those tiny little dots that often appear on stone fruits. “But the real thing you should look for is dull-looking skin. If the nectarine looks shiny, forget it.” Then he repeated about twenty times, “Trust the crust”—go by the looks of the skin of the fruit. Dull will be good; shiny won’t. Give them two or three days and they will ripen.

6. FREEZE YOUR OWN FRUIT

Growers Anthony and Carol Boutard freeze a lot of berries, and this is what they say to do: “Take your berries home and, without so much as a glance at the fruit, immediately put the carton in the freezer. A day or two later, when the berries are fully frozen, take them out and give them a gentle squeeze while pouring them into an airtight container. They will be perfectly frozen as individual berries. Even delicate, late-season fruit will freeze perfectly.” When it comes to freezing chopped fruit, put the slices on a sheet pan, with space between each morsel, and freeze until hard. Then put it in a container and return it to the freezer.

7. PEEL ORANGES AND GRAPEFRUITS PERFECTLY

If you want beautiful slices and sections of citrus fruit, use a sharp knife. Take a narrow slice off the stem and blossom ends. Using a sawing motion with your knife, cut down the orange from top to bottom, slicing away the skin and the white pith that lies just under it. Trim any odd pieces you missed. Now you can slice or section the fruit.

8. WASH FRUIT WITH CARE

Apples, pears, and fruit with skins can be rinsed just before using without damaging them, but soft fruit, like berries, require special handling. Wash them and they’ll end up waterlogged and won’t be rid of pesticides, which are designed to stick to the fruit in rainy weather. Since blackberries and other cane fruits don’t grow on the ground, there’s usually no need to wash them. If they’re dusty, give them a quick dip in a bowl of water, turn them onto a towel to dry, then use them immediately. Similarly, when rinsing cherries, keep the stems on to keep the water out.

9. READ A RECIPE FIRST

It always pays to read even a simple recipe through before you start. Like a road map, a recipe tells you where you’re going and what you can expect before you arrive. Knowing ahead of time can save you the frustration of not having allowed time for a gelatin dessert to set or a tart of minced dried fruits to properly cool. In a hurry or not, this is a good habit to acquire.

10. HAVE FUN AND DON’T WORRY

I promise that these recipes invite you to play and do not forbid you to stray. Hopefully you will learn how interchangeable many ingredients are, what you can do with a leftover dab of frangipane, or that you can improvise a fruit fool or a whip with excess compote. But I hope you will explore the world of fruit and, most of all, enjoy this sweet adventure.
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