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  Introduction


  On a recent rainy Saturday, I turned off the highway from Boston to Cape Cod to observe a cranberry harvest at a small bog in Freetown, Massachusetts. I left with a bag of gorgeous, fat, red berries and the first thing I did the following day was throw a handful of those scarlet beauties into my morning oatmeal.


  Fresh cranberries are wondrous fruits. Tart as can be, they often need sugar to bring out the berry flavor. Because the season coincides with the first big fall holiday, many Americans tend to relegate cranberries to the Thanksgiving table and forget about them for the rest of the year. I hope to change your mind!


  A savory roasted chicken with cranberry cornbread salad makes a cozy fall supper, and squash stuffed with berries and wild rice is perfect for the vegetarian table. You could toss a handful of cranberries into roasted carrots, add them to a salad with lentils and feta cheese, mix them with quinoa, or try cauliflower biryani, an Indian dish in which dried cranberries add a piquant element. I can’t start my morning without a nutty cranberry breakfast bar when I’m racing out the door, and everyone’s chocolate cravings will be satisfied with chocolate gelato and bourbon-infused cranberries, or a cranberry-chocolate tart. The fresh fruits are often unexpected in confections, and the dried berries can go into any dish that calls for raisins—and maybe I’m biased, but I think cranberries are prettier.


  In my experience as a pastry chef, chef, cooking teacher, and recipe developer, I’ve never cooked with such an adaptable berry. You’ll see in these pages of recipes and in my photographs, just how easily they transform sweets with a ping of zesty brightness and how they infuse salads and savory dishes in pleasing and unexpected ways.


  When the Colonists came to the New World, they recognized the tart red berries that grew in boggy parts of England and the Netherlands. Native Americans already knew how valuable the fruits were and they found they could sell their harvest for supplies such as flour and molasses, which they did beginning in the nineteenth century. Today, the Wampanoag people on Martha’s Vineyard celebrate Cranberry Day on the second Tuesday in October. As Durwood Vanderhoop of the Wampanoag Tribe of Gay Head explains it, “We get up early and the cranberry agent opens the wild bog for picking. We say prayers at sunrise, and families gather to pick and share a picnic lunch.” Their scoops and rakes have been handed down for generations. Vanderhoop says it’s the most meaningful of all their harvest celebrations.


  Massachusetts, where I live, is one of the leading states in cranberry harvest, and the fruit is the state’s most important crop. Wisconsin, New Jersey, Oregon, and Washington State are also top cranberry producers. In Massachusetts, many of the growers are in the southeast corner of the state, and sell their crop to a cooperative such as Ocean Spray, established in the early twentieth century. While there have been technological advances in harvesting methods, the growing is still done by small enterprises, oftentimes families.


  Surprisingly, this doesn’t typically include workers wading knee-deep in water. The fresh cranberries you find in the market represent only a small percentage of the crop and are actually dry-harvested. Until the harvest, trailing cranberry vines grow in low-lying depressions that were originally formed by glaciers. Impermeable clay on the bottom; layers of sandy soil and accumulated organic matter; and proximity to wetlands, streams, and ponds provide the ideal growing conditions for America’s first fruit. The berries thrive in bogs much like wild plants, requiring occasional irrigation if they are being cultivated. The guys knee-deep in cranberries on TV are standing in flooded bogs, a practice adopted in the 1950s to facilitate the harvest. Ninety percent of all cranberries are wet-harvested for juice and dried cranberries.
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  All fresh or frozen berries used for cooking and baking must be dry-picked, without a trace of moisture. Forty years ago, this meant hand scooping and raking the berries into barrel boxes. When I visited Flax Pond Farms in Carver, Massachusetts, I watched modern dry picking. A dry-harvest machine looks something like a giant lawnmower that combs the berries off the vine and into burlap bags. While the machines have replaced the scoops, it is still a backbreaking job.


  “Farming is always hard work, regardless,” said Dot Angely, who runs the family farm with her husband Jack. In the field, men are bent over, pushing the heavy pickers. Once a bag is full, the berries are dumped by hand into screened boxes to separate the weeds from the fruit. When the picking is complete, a helicopter lifts up stacks of the boxes and delivers them to waiting trucks.
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  The wet harvest is completely different. In Freetown, Massachusetts, Barbara Araujo runs a small organic bog with her partner David Amaral. On the day of my visit, I arrived just after a sluice gate had released water from an adjacent spring-fed pond to deliver the first shallow flood of about eighteen inches. Dean Petty, an excavator and fellow farmer, plowed his water reel through the bog. The reel is another improbable but useful cranberry harvesting machine that looks like a buggy with a motor on the back atop a series of reels, nicknamed eggbeaters, attached to the front. The reels churn the water just enough to free the berries from the vines without disturbing their roots. Because cranberries have a pocket of air inside, they float and accumulate on the surface.


  To finish the process, the bog is flooded again above weed level, and men in waders drag floating booms across the surface of the water to corral the berries. The berries are then funneled into a hopper.


  Like many small growers, in order to cultivate cranberries Araujo had to clear the bog, install an irrigation system linked to the nearby pond, and then add enough organic matter and sand to plant the vines. Today, each little berry seems hard won.


  All the more reason to let the fruits shine on the table. Slip some into a succulent pork tenderloin before roasting, use them in a maple sweetened sauce for morning pancakes, or freeze them in a bright pink pear and cranberry sorbet. Maybe because I live in a place where they thrive, maybe because their flavor is so unique and the berry is so versatile, or maybe because they are so healthy, cranberries are part of many dishes I love to make all through the year. I hope you dig into these recipes and experiment with some modern ideas beyond cranberry sauce. Don’t wait until Thanksgiving!


  ––Sally Pasley Vargas, Boston, Massachusetts
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  About the Author


  SALLY PASLEY VARGAS is a freelance writer and the author of Food for Friends and The Tao of Cooking. She launched her culinary career as a line cook at Rudi’s Big Indian Restaurant near Woodstock, New York. Her country neighbor at the time, Chef Eugene Bernard, was teaching at The Culinary Institute of America (C.I.A.). He frequently visited the kitchen to advise and mentor the cooks, and eventually arranged for Vargas to intern with pastry chef Albert Kumin at the C.I.A. She is a cooking teacher, coach, recipe developer, and currently writes the column “The Confident Cook” for the Boston Globe along with seasonal recipes for the Wednesday Food Section. Vargas has written for Vegetarian Times and The Magazine of Yoga. She also contributes to Craving Boston, the WGBH Public Television website. Her interest in photography has led Vargas to combine her love of cooking with photos of beautiful food.
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