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CHAPTER ONE

The Carrot Family




Chilled Spicy Carrot Soup with Yogurt Sauce

Carrot Soup with Tangled Collard Greens in Coconut Butter and Dukkah

Ivory Carrot Soup with a Fine Dice of Orange Carrots

Carrot Almond Cake with Ricotta Cream

Yellow Carrots with Coconut Butter and Lime

Winter Carrots with Caraway Seeds, Garlic, and Parsley

Salsa Verde with Chinese Celery

Celery Leaf and Vegetable Potage

Celery Salad with Spring’s First Herbs and Mâche

Meyer Lemon and Shallot Vinaigrette

Celery Salad with Pears, Endive, Blue Cheese, and Walnuts

Celery Root Soup with Walnut-Celery “Salad”

Celery Root and Hash Brown Cake

Celery Root Mash Flecked with Celery Leaves

Fennel Stock

Braised Fennel Wedges with Saffron and Tomato

Shaved Fennel Salad with Celery and Finely Diced Egg

Fennel Tea

Parsnip and Carrot Puree

Parsnip-Cardamom Custard

Roasted Parsnips with Horseradish Cream

Rhubarb with Angelica Leaves

Anise Shortbreads with Orange Flower Water

Caraway Seed Cake

Chervil-Chive Butter

Cilantro Salsa with Basil and Mint

Dukkah (Toasted Nuts and Seeds with Cumin)

Dill-Flecked Yogurt Sauce

Parsley Sauce

Braised Parsley Root




CHAPTER TWO

The Mint Family




Anise Hyssop Tea

Lemon Basil–Mint Lemonade

Basil Puree

Thick Marjoram Sauce with Capers and Green Olives

Orange and Rosemary Compote

Butter Seasoned with Rosemary, Sage, and Juniper

Sage Tea

Sage and Fennel Tea with Fresh Mint

Sage Bread Crumbs

Chia Water

Ground Chia for Cereals

Lemon Thyme Tea

Lavender Syrup

White Nectarines in Lavender Syrup




CHAPTER THREE

The Sunflower Family




Sunchoke Bisque with Pumpkin Seed Oil and Sunflower Sprouts

Sautéed Jerusalem Artichokes with Rosemary and Smoked Salt

Braised Jerusalem Artichokes with Mushrooms and Tarragon

Creamy Cardoon Soup with Thyme

Cardoon Risotto

Cardoon Risotto Cakes from Leftover Risotto

Steamed Whole Artichokes

A Crispy Artichoke Sauté

Roasted Artichokes

Griddled or Grilled Artichoke Wedges

Braised Baby Artichokes with Tarragon Mayonnaise

Artichokes with Walnut Tarator Sauce

Fall Artichokes, Potatoes, and Garlic Baked in Clay

A Cheerful Winter Salad of Red Endive, Avocado, Arugula, and Broccoli Sprouts

Shredded Radicchio with Walnut Vinaigrette, Hard-Cooked Egg, and Toasted Bread Crumbs

Walnut-Shallot Vinaigrette

Radicchio, Escarole, and Red Mustard with Golden Beets and Avocado

Grilled or Griddled Radicchio with Gorgonzola and Walnuts

Griddled Endive

Braised Endive with Gorgonzola

Treviso Radicchio Gratin

Escarole and Butter Lettuce Salad with Hazelnuts and Persimmons

Sunflower and Frisée Salad

Bitter Greens with Walnut Oil and Mustard Vinaigrette

Escarole, Green Garlic, and Artichoke Stem Tart in Yeasted Crust

Escarole and Potato Hash

Limestone Lettuce Salad with Creamy Herb Dressing

Romaine Salad with Avocado-Sesame and Shiso (Perilla) Vinaigrette

Chiffonade of Butter Lettuce with Parsley and Green Zebra Tomatoes

Butter or Looseleaf Lettuce Salad with Tomato

Salsify, Jerusalem Artichoke, and Burdock Soup with Truffle Salt

Sautéed Salsify with Hazelnuts

Tarragon Mayonnaise with Orange Zest

Egg Salad with Tarragon, Parsley, and Chives




CHAPTER FOUR

The Knotweed Family




Sorrel Sauce with Yogurt

Sorrel Sauce with Watercress, Parsley, and Chives

Creamy Sorrel Sauce

Red Rhubarb–Berry Ice Cream

Rhubarb, Apple, and Berry Pandowdy

Rhubarb-Raspberry Compote

Yeasted Buckwheat Waffles

Buckwheat Noodles with Kale and Sesame Salad

Buckwheat–Five Spice Free-Form Apple Tart

Multicolored Carrot Salad with Rau Ram, Mint, and Thai Basil




CHAPTER FIVE

The Cabbage Family




Braised Summer Cabbage

Wilted Red Cabbage with Mint and Goat Feta

Braised Cabbage with Chewy Fried Potatoes, Feta, and Dill

Savoy Cabbage on Toast

Cabbage Panade

Collard Greens Soup with Sweet Potatoes and Crumbled Coconut Butter

Tangled Collard Greens with Sesame

Long-Cooked Collards with Chiltepins, Spices, and Coconut Butter

Sautéed Mustard Greens with Garlic and Peanuts

Elissa’s Mustard Green Dumplings with Sweet and Spicy Dipping Sauce

Mustard Butter with Lemon Zest and Shallot

Mustard-Caper Vinaigrette

Mustard-Cream Vinaigrette

Kale with Smoked Salt and Goat Cheese

Kale and Potato Mash with Romesco Sauce

Smoky Kale and Potato Cakes

Shredded Purple Kale, Sun Gold Tomatoes, Feta, and Mint

Tuscan Kale with Anchovy-Garlic Dressing

Kale Salad with Slivered Brussels Sprouts and Sesame Dressing

Kale Pesto with Dried Mushrooms and Rosemary

Roasted Brussels Sprouts with Mustard-Cream Vinaigrette

Brussels Sprouts with Caraway Seeds and Mustard

Slivered Brussels Sprouts Roasted with Shallots

Cauliflower Salad with Goat Havarti, Caraway, and Mustard-Caper Vinaigrette

Cauliflower Soup with Coconut, Turmeric, and Lime

Cauliflower with Saffron, Pepper Flakes, Plenty of Parsley, and Pasta

Broccoli and Green Zebra Tomato Salad

Steamed Broccoli with Mustard Butter, Pine Nuts, and Roasted Pepper

Broccoli Romanseco with Black Rice and Green Herb Sauce

Broccoli Bites with Curried Mayonnaise

Thinly Sliced Scarlet Salad Turnips with Sea Salt and Black Sesame Seeds

Golden Turnip Soup with Gorgonzola Toasts

Gorgonzola Butter

Turnips with White Miso Butter

Pickled Scarlet Turnips and Carrots

Sautéed Broccoli Rabe with Garlic

Rutabaga and Apple Bisque

Roasted Rutabaga Batons with Caraway and Smoked Paprika

Winter Stew of Braised Rutabagas with Carrots, Potatoes, and Parsley Sauce

Finely Shaved Radish, Turnip, and Carrot Salad with Hard Cheese and Spicy Greens

Spring Garden Hodgepodge of Radishes, Leeks, and Peas Depending…

Radish Top Soup with Lemon and Yogurt

Kohlrabi Salad with Green Onions, Parsley, and Frizzy Mustard Greens

Steamed Kohlrabi Rounds with Lemon and Chives

Kohlrabi Slaw with Creamy Herb and Avocado Dressing

Horseradish Cream

Cress-Flavored Cream Cheese with Nasturtium Petals

Watercress Sauce with Thick Yogurt

Wilted Arugula and Seared Mushroom Salad with Manchego Cheese
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The Nightshade Family




Potato Soup: One and Many

Fingerling Potatoes Browned in Sage- and Rosemary-Infused Ghee

First-of-the-Season Fingerling Potatoes with Fines Herbes

Yellow-Fleshed Potatoes with Sorrel Sauce

Potato Cakes with Red Chile Molido

Red Chile Paste

Grilled Pepper Relish

McFarlin’s Pepper Sauce

Romesco Sauce

Pimientos Stuffed with Herb-Laced Cheese

Chilled Avocado Soup with Poblano Chile and Pepitas

Sautéed Shishito Peppers: Summer’s Best New Bite

Smoky Roasted Pepper Salad with Tomatoes and Lemon

Halloumi with Seared Red Peppers, Olives, and Capers

Jimmy Nardello Frying Peppers with Onion

Griddled Eggplant Rounds

Eggplant Tartines

Spheres of Eggplant with a Crispy Coat

Small Plate of Grilled Eggplant with Tahini-Yogurt Sauce and Pomegranate Molasses

Slender Eggplant with Miso Sauce

Roasted Eggplant Salad with Tomatoes and Capers

Eggplant Gratin in Parmesan Custard

Eggplant, Tomato, and Zucchini Gratin

Tomato and Cilantro Soup with Black Quinoa

Tomato and Celery Salad with Cumin, Cilantro, and Avocado

Beefsteak Tomatoes Baked with Feta Cheese and Marjoram

Nutty-Seedy Whole Wheat Toast with Ricotta and Tomatoes

Comforting Tomatoes in Cream with Bread Crumbs and Smoked Salt

Fried Green Tomato Frittata

Damaged Goods Gratin of Tomatoes, Eggplant, and Chard

A Fresh Tomato Relish

Salt-Roasted Tomatoes

Simplest Summer Tomato Sauce




CHAPTER SEVEN

The Goosefoot and Amaranth Families




Open-Faced Sandwich of Spinach, Caramelized Onions, and Roasted Peppers

Spinach Crowns with Sesame-Miso Sauce

Supper Spinach

Rice with Spinach, Lemon, Feta, and Pistachios

Quelites with Onion and Chile

Quelites, Mushrooms, and Tortilla Budin

Steamed Beets

Steamed, Then Roasted or Panfried Beets

A Fine Dice of Chioggia Beets and Red Endive with Meyer Lemon and Shallot Vinaigrette

Grated Raw Beet Salad with Star Anise

Chilled Beet Soup with Purslane Salad and Sorrel Sauce with Yogurt

Seared Beets with Walnuts over Wilted Kale with Micro Greens

Sautéed Rainbow Chard with the Stems

Chard Stems with Sesame-Yogurt Sauce and Black Sesame Seeds

Chard Soup with Cumin, Cilantro, and Lime

Chard, Ricotta, and Saffron Cakes

Basic Quinoa

Cucumber Soup with Yogurt and Red Quinoa

Black Quinoa Salad with Lemon, Avocado, and Pistachios

Summer Quinoa Cakes with Beet Greens and Beet Salad

Soft Corn Tacos with String Cheese and Epazote




CHAPTER EIGHT

The (Former) Lily Family




Caramelized Sweet Onions

Pan-Griddled Red Onions

Sweet-and-Sour Cipollini, Small Red Onions, and Shallots with Raisins

Torpedo Onion and Sweet Pepper Tian

Pearl Onions Braised in Cider with Apples, Rosemary, and Juniper

Mushrooms Stuffed with Caramelized Onions and Blue Cheese

A Fragrant Onion Tart

Grilled Onions with Cinnamon Butter

Young Leeks with Oranges and Pistachios

Leek and Fennel Soup with Garlic Scapes and Chives

Braised Leeks with Lovage and Lemon

Chive and Saffron Crepes

Ramped Up Spinach Soup with Lovage and Sorrel

Supper Eggs with Ramps

Braised Ramps and Asparagus

Mortar and Pestle Garlic

Garlic Scape and Walnut Pesto

Mashed Potatoes with Black Garlic, Ghee, and Shallots

Asparagus with Salsa Verde and Scarlet Onions

Roasted Asparagus with Chopped Egg, Torn Bread, and Red Wine Vinegar

Griddled Asparagus with Tarragon Butter

Asparagus and Leek Flan

Asparagus and Fava Bean Salad




CHAPTER NINE

The Cucurbit Family




Roasted Squash Seeds

Winter Squash Soup with Red Chile and Mint

Butternut Squash Soup with Coconut Milk, Miso, and Lime

Winter Squash Puree with Tahini, Green Onions, and Black Sesame Seeds

Roasted Winter Squash with Parsley, Sage, and Rosemary

Winter Squash Wedges or Rounds with Gorgonzola Butter and Crushed Walnuts

Zucchini Logs Stewed in Olive Oil with Onions and Chard

Sautéed Zucchini with Mint, Basil, and Pine Nuts

Griddled Scallop Squash

Summer Squash Tartines with Rosemary and Lemon

Ann’s Squash Blossom Frittata

Roasted Delicata Squash Half Rounds with Dukkah and Tahini-Yogurt Sauce

Roasted Spaghetti Squash with Winter Tomato Sauce

Melon and Cucumber Salad with Black Pepper and Mint

Cucumber-Lovage Sandwich with Sweet Onion

Lazy Cucumber and Onion Pickle




CHAPTER TEN

The Grass Family




Simmered Spelt and Other Large Grains

Grain, Herb, and Buttermilk Soup for Hot, Hot Days

Farro and White Bean Soup with Savoy Cabbage

Frikeh with Cucumbers, Lovage, and Yogurt

Oat Groats

Breakfast Oat Pudding with Raisins, Honey, and Toasted Almonds

Chewy Oat and Maple Pancakes

Quick Bread of Rye, Emmer, and Corn

Rye-Honey Cake with Five-Spice Powder and Dates

Toasted Millet “Polenta”

Golden Millet Cakes

Millet Cakes with Tomato Sauce

Soft Millet for Breakfast or Supper

Barley Tea

Toasted Barley and Burdock with Dried Trumpet Mushrooms

Creamy Barley Soup with Mushrooms and Leeks

Corn off and on the Cob

Corn Simmered in Coconut Milk with Thai Basil

Corn Cookies with Almonds and Raisins

Buttermilk Skillet Corn Bread with Heirloom Flint Cornmeal

Brown Rice with Burdock, Black Sesame, and Toasted Fennel Seeds

Black Rice

Black Rice with Coconut Milk and Egyptian Onions

Collard Leaf Rolls with Black Rice in a Vegetable-Coconut Broth

Black Rice with Wilted Red Cabbage, Yellow Peppers, and Aniseeds

Pea, Dill, and Rice Salad with Lemon Zest

Native Wild Rice

Native Wild Rice with Celery Root and Celery Leaves

Savory Wild Rice Crepe-Cakes




CHAPTER ELEVEN

The Legume Family




Pea, Leek, and Sorrel Soup, Hot or Chilled

Peas in Butter Lettuce

Snow Peas with Sesame Oil, Tarragon, and Toasted Sesame Seeds

Peas with Baked Ricotta and Bread Crumbs

Fava, or Yellow Split Pea Spread

Green Pea Fritters with Herb-Laced Crème Fraîche

Shelling Pea, Corn, and Squash Ragout

Black-Eyed Peas on Rice with Tahini-Yogurt Sauce and Smoked Salt

Roasted Green Peanuts in the Shell

Peanut and Sweet Potato Soup

Peanut Sauce Made with Whole Peanuts

Peanut Butter Cookies Studded with Salted Roasted Peanuts

Golden Beets with Fava Beans and Mint

Fava Bean Hummus with Cumin

Lentils

Pardina Lentils with Smoked Salt

Lentils with Garlicky Walnuts, Parsley, and Cream

Red Lentil Soup with Amaranth Greens

Beluga Lentil Salad with Cucumbers, Purslane and Green Coriander Buds

Red Lentil and Coconut Soup with Black Rice, Turmeric, and Greens

Green Lentil Soup with Plenty of Leaves, Herbs, and Spices

Soy-Braised Tofu with Five-Spice Powder

Panfried Tempeh with Trimmings

Salad Dressing with Shiro Miso and Sesame

White Bean and Fennel Salad

Pot Beans with Epazote and Corn Tortillas

Rio Zape Beans with Salt-Roasted Tomatoes

Tepary Bean Puree with Toasted Cumin and Mexican Oregano

Tepary Bean Gratin

Blue Lake Beans with Shallots, Pistachios, and Marjoram

Sultan’s Green or Golden Crescent Beans with Basil Puree

Rattlesnake Beans or Haricots Verts with Sun Gold Tomatoes, Shallots, and Olives

Chickpea and Tomato Soup with Garlic-Rubbed Bread and Beet Greens

Crushed Chickpeas with Sage

Crispy Chickpea Triangles

Chickpea Fries with Smoked Paprika Mayonnaise

Hummus
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Sweet Potatoes with White Miso Ginger Sauce

Asian Sweet Potatoes with Coconut Butter

Japanese Sweet Potato Soup with Rosemary and Thyme

Sweet Potato Flan with Maple Yogurt and Caramel Pecans




INTRODUCTION

IT STARTED WITH a carrot that had gone on in its second year to make a beautiful lacy umbel of a flower. I was enchanted and began to notice other lacy flowers in my garden that looked similar—parsley, fennel, cilantro, anise, as well as Queen Anne’s lace on a roadside—they are all members of the same plant family, as it turned out. Similarly, small daisy-like flowers, whether blue, yellow, orange, enormous or very small, bloomed on lettuce that had gone to seed as well as on wild chicories, the Jerusalem artichokes, and, of course, the sunflowers themselves. Were they related? They were, it turns out. And did edible members of this group somehow share culinary characteristics as well? Often they did. That led me to ask, What are the plant families that provide us with the vegetables we eat often, what characteristics do their members share, and what are their stories?

When we look closely at the plants we eat and begin to discern their similarities, that intelligence comes with us into the kitchen and articulates our cooking in a new way. Suddenly our raw materials make sense. We can see how we might substitute related vegetables when cooking, or how all the umbellifer herbs, including cilantro, parsley, and chervil, flatter umbellifer vegetables, such as carrots and fennel. And when we encounter plants with all their leaves, roots, and maybe even flowers intact, we can observe the shapes of leaves, the patterns of petals, the changing forms as they progress from their first true leaves to the perfect stage for eating to maturity and, finally, their going to seed. Curiously, we might discover that broccoli leaves and stalks are quite edible, or that a neglected leek makes the same flower as a chive when it finally blooms. Bringing plants’ features into view can free us as cooks, make us unafraid to use some amaranth that’s going full guns in the garden in place of spinach, which has bolted and dried up. They are, after all, related.

I began to cook as a teenager. But as for growing something, that was another story. My botanist father could pick up a plant that caught his eye from a neighbor’s trash pile, put in the ground, and walk away and it would grow, just like that. He had ten green fingers and we had a lot of interesting plants in our garden, many of them edible. Despite his example, it didn’t occur to me to plant anything until I was in my mid-thirties and living at Green Gulch Farm. My then husband, Dan, and I lived in a cabin that had been fashioned from a shed that had housed two prize Hereford bulls (though not at the same time). The yard area, such as it was, was mud when it rained and clay when it dried. It had been trampled upon for years by creatures weighing over a ton. I looked at this sad ground with nothing growing in it and that’s when I got the idea to plant something. I sought out Wendy Johnson, Green Gulch’s head gardener, who gave me a tiny sage plant. When shovel and fork failed to penetrate the compacted soil, I went back to her for a pickaxe. Once the sage plant was safely embedded in its little niche, I was hooked. All I could think about was plants and gardens, and how to design mine.

One Sunday Dan and I went to a nursery that was said to be especially interesting. Called Western Hills, it was tucked back in the lush folds of Sonoma County. As we entered we were handed glasses of champagne for it turned out that Western Hills was celebrating a birthday. But the way a dog never forgets the storefront that harbors a stash of canine treats, for many years I harbored the vague expectation that I would always be handed a glass of champagne when I went to a nursery. Plants had, it seemed, become an occasion for celebration.

In spare hours and minutes, over a period of five years, I did eventually make a garden with mounds of ceanothus, a screen of tall rosemary along the front, old roses, a stellar crab apple, unusual flowers and grasses. Twenty years later I was a farmers’ market advocate, a market manager, and a faithful shopper. One day I looked at some beans and thought, “I could grow those!” And I started a garden in New Mexico.

Growing vegetables was exciting. I could harvest what I grew, I could cook it, share it, and watch my plants do whatever it is they were prone to do. I could also plant odd things like salsify, cardoons, black-eyed peas, and heirloom varieties of plants from the Seed Savers Exchange, like Rat Tailed radishes and Sultan’s Crescent beans, vegetables I couldn’t find elsewhere.

As I worked in the garden I began to notice how plants moved through their cycles. I experimented using them in different stages, like chard that had bolted, or the tiniest of thinnings. Where plants had been allowed to stay long enough to drop their seeds I saw that the following spring they were up weeks before the planting dates on seed packages. I learned to recognize the first leaves, the cotyledons, which is very useful if you want to know what’s coming up and whether or not to pull it out. Elm trees you want to extract; larkspur stays. I saw that if you don’t mess with your soil too much and you leave the fall leaves in place, all kinds of things will come up that you hadn’t known would. Mostly I learned that despite the all the excellent books on gardening, the garden can’t help but teach you about itself. It tells you when to leave it alone, that the flea beetles will leave at a certain point, and, at least where I live, that there will always be squash bugs. It tells you that there is no point in planting seeds in cold soil, even if the days are warmer than usual; you might as well wait. You begin to notice areas of sun and shade, the heat reflected off of adobe walls, what plants like it, what plants don’t. You start to observe what thrives, and what doesn’t; what the gophers feast on and what they ignore. I’ve learned that five eggplant plants are too much for two people, but that five shishito plants are not because I like having a mass of them at a time. I’ve seen that not every year is the same. Some years are tough, other years the garden seems to flourish with ease. I work just as hard in both cases. I think it could take forever to learn my garden. I suspect that it will.

I am a beginner. I make a lot of mistakes. I plant too much of one thing and not enough of another. I plant too many seeds too close together, then hate to thin because I’m so amazed that they came up at all. I disregarded the advice of experienced gardeners and planted Jerusalem artichokes and now I have to deal with their excesses. At the end of the season, I scatter the dross collected in my seed basket into the garden and darned if the contents don’t come up the following spring, even those that didn’t when I followed the directions on the packets. It’s all very mystifying.

As a beginning gardener, I join forces with all the millions of others who have been inspired for one reason or another to try to grow something. It’s a movement I’m thrilled to see happen and am thrilled to be a part of. The garden is an unending source of the miraculous, a joy that transforms our cooking and increases our pleasure at least a thousandfold. Nothing seems to taste as good as what you’ve planted, tended, and coddled to maturity, even if it’s bug bitten, mouse nibbled, or just overgrown, and that’s why recipes that make use of that garden produce can be quite simple, as this collection of recipes shows.

For Vegetable Literacy, I have chosen twelve plant families whose edible members we are most familiar with at the table. Some families are very large and contain many well-known foods, like the nightshades with their potatoes, eggplants, peppers, and potatoes, while another family, the morning glory family, contains a familiar flower but pretty much just one vegetable, the sweet potato. The composite family contains a host of innocent-looking flowers—sunflowers, asters, daisies—but rather difficult vegetables—artichokes, cardoons, radicchio, plants that tend toward bitterness. The goosefoots include many edible wild plants as well as beets, chard, and spinach, and a single pungent herb.

What I have especially appreciated about becoming acquainted with botanical families and their members is that once you become familiar with them, you suddenly see them differently in the kitchen, more relatedly and more confidently. Spinach, chard, and beet greens, for example, can be substituted for one another, along with related amaranths, like Red Chinese Spinach and lamb’s-quarters. I’ve begun to recognize wild plants and weeds when they crop up in the garden and have a pretty good idea of what they are and what they will do in the kitchen. Some I know to pull up, others I’ve learned to leave and use. I try to point out when this is a possibility without writing a book on wild edible plants. Some are not so far afield—the lamb’s-quarters that’s also known as wild spinach where I live, the creeping purslane that runs through gardens everywhere (there is a stunning cultivar, incidentally), nettles if you live where it’s damp, garlic mustard, ramps. There are also the parts of plants we mostly ignore because we don’t know that they can be eaten, like sweet potato vines, squash leaves, and the tender leaves that wrap a cauliflower and its stalk.

The botany part of Vegetable Literacy was something I had to learn with the help of others and a lot of reading. I did learn that the organization of plants is not set in cement; classifications change, and not all scientists agree on how plants should be ordered and what families they should even be in. I went for the simplest and sometimes the older arrangements in the plant world, largely those based on morphology—the form of flowers, for example—and not DNA, because I felt that it would be most useful to us as cooks and gardeners, even if may not be the most modern choice.

The structure of the plant kingdom goes like this:


There are six kingdoms: animal, plant, fungi, protista, archaea, and bacteria.

The plant kingdom is divided into twelve divisions, or phyla, which includes such diverse forms as mosses, ferns, horsetails, cycads, conifers, and flowering plants, the ones we are concerned with here.

Flowering plants are divided into two classes: dicots and monocots, which refer to the first embryonic leaves that emerge from a seed. In dicots, the first leaves (called cotyledons) are two; monocots yield just one. True leaves emerge after the cotyledons. You can often see both when you buy a bunch of radishes: the cotyledons are the two fading, round leaves among the more upright ones.

Orders include groups of plants with more shared characteristics than the fact they are flowering plants.

Plant families are made up of plants that share characteristics based on morphology, anatomical features, and other qualities that set them apart from other groups of plants. Even laypeople, such as myself, can easily recognize their similarities.

Subfamilies and tribes are further divisions based on even finer botanical differences, not so easily recognized by those who aren’t botanists.

Genus and species are part of a naming system that was established by Carl Linnaeus. The genus consists of a single capitalized word followed by an uncapitalized word for the species. For example, Allium is a name of the genus that includes onions, garlic, chives, shallots, and leeks. Allium sativum, for example, refers to garlic.

Varieties: There are sometimes varieties within genus and species, indicated by the abbreviation “var.” German Red Garlic is Allium sativum, var. ophioscorodon.

Cultivars are cultivated varieties of a particular plant. Golden purslane is an upright, large-leafed version (or cultivar) of the common creeping garden purslane.

While I do give the names of families, genus, species, sometimes varieties, Vegetable Literacy is mostly concerned with plant families and the familiar, common names of their members. It was tempting to include others, like the laurel family, that includes bay laurel, avocado, and cinnamon among its members, an odd and interesting collection. But it was impossible to include them all.



If you have a garden that you eat from, you’ve probably experienced it as being generous with flavor, but narrower in terms of vegetable types than the supermarket. We don’t grow as many kinds of vegetables as what the supermarket offers, so we may find ourselves eating from a relatively smaller plant vocabulary. But the other side of that is that we might grow ten kinds of radishes while the supermarket offers only one or two varieties.

Because the garden is the other side of the kitchen, it helps to have some ideas about how to use what we grow, how plants relate to one another on the plate as well as in the garden bed. I hope these recipes will illustrate that simply and in good taste. I’m convinced that the garden helps us cook better, more easily, and, ultimately, more deliciously.

People have long been touting the value of eating plant foods, especially of late. Indeed, I have read a lot about the various compounds vegetables contain and how their consumption can (largely) benefit us, so I’ve had to study up on nutrition as well as botany while writing this book. I am inherently averse to eating by numbers—the numbers referring to how much of what kind of nutritional goodness is present in a dish. I just can’t put those lists at the end of a recipe. But I have to say I am very impressed by the power of what plants offer us. They are utterly amazing. I admit that I don’t fully understand them, but their array of benefits is such that once you make their acquaintence, you want to bow down, or at least you want to eat a particularly beneficial plant daily. However, there is a caveat attached to their benefits. For them to be as good as they can and offer us what nutritionists claim they can, they are dependent on being grown in strong, rich soil that brims with nutrients. Our soil in this country is tired. It’s been infused with pesticides, chemical fertilizers, synthetic nitrogen along with incessant plowing, and the planting of monocultural crops. Its health has been neglected in favor of relentless production. The plants we eat can’t be better than the soil they’re raised on, so it’s important to know a good farmer or two who is growing soil along with their beets, or else take it upon yourself to grow your own food—and soil—organically and with care. (Plant foods also have most of their nutritional possibilities only when picked ripe or very close to ripeness, another aspect to consider.) One of the most important principles of organic gardening is growing the soil first, food second. Big organic enterprises do not take this into consideration the way small farm enterprises can and often do, so even the “USDA organic” label isn’t enough to guarantee optimal nutrition. Know your farmer; know your food. That’s a slogan that makes sense. Or try growing it yourself. If I can, you can grow something, too.

Along with the good and beautiful plants a garden can give us, it also brings the world into focus, plants into relationship, and that’s terrifically exciting. We needn’t be botanists for this magic to unfold; mostly we just have to look and relationships will show themselves to us. That stinky gourd with the grey leaves in the back corner of the garden makes the same flower as the zucchini. Hmmm. Radish leaves have the same shape as kohlrabi and turnips, and, by the way, all are in the same family. Can you cook radish leaves? (Yes.) And so it goes. But there are other things the garden reveals that I revel in—the strange long stick bugs, for example, that show up on my window screen each summer, the odd praying mantis, hummingbirds sitting on their tiny nests, big glossy green beetles, exotic wasps, fat worms, a millipede skirting across the ground that is deliciously creepy. Flowers, whether ornamentals or a blooming cover of buckwheat, feed the bees. We might notice other pollinators at work, and we know what the weather is really doing when we look at our plants because it’s suddenly about them, not just us, and they can tell us a great deal. A condo with a courtyard may seem appealing, but it can’t possibly replace the lively universe of a patch of earth that stitches us firmly to the world at large.

My garden, like that of so many others, is a project that I fit it in at the end of the day, on weekends. Even so, committing to a garden pretty much means you have to stay home. After many years of constant travel, I knew that if I wanted to learn to garden, I’d have to change the way I lived. The garden is a lot like a puppy: it needs care and attention every day. And like a puppy, it pays you back with endless rewards, the kiss of bloom on a fruit, the sweet fullness of a fresh pea. And staying home to garden meant that, in fact, I could have a puppy. His name is Dante; he’s curly and brown and he loves to run straight through the cowpeas in pursuit of cats. But like me, he’s learning there are certain things we can and can’t do. He will be a good dog. I hope I’ll be a better gardener.


A FEW NOTES ABOUT INGREDIENTS

BELOW ARE SOME OF the ingredients I regularly use in my kitchen. If it were not for editorial control and the fact it would become tiresome, I’d preface every ingredient with the word organic. I appreciate the value that organically produce foods offer us and deplore the harm wreaked by producing food by any other means. That goes for eggs, grains, dairy products, meats, vegetables, oils, fruits, and nuts. Sugar is not really considered a food, but I still choose organic. For one, its taste is more interesting. But more importantly, producing sugar and other foods without synthetic nitrogen, fertilizers, and pesticides means that less of those poisons enter our waterways and harm other creatures as well as humans.

Butter

I use unsalted, organic butter preferably from Straus Family Creamery or from Kalona Organics. These are very clean products that come from cows on grass and not treated with hormones to increase their milk production. Having lived in Ireland, I am also quite fond of the salty Kerrygold butter made there, which also comes from cows on grass, but it comes from so far away that it’s more of a special treat than a daily one. If you prefer salted butter to sweet, you might use a little less salt in the recipes, but use your own taste as a guide for how much is salty enough.

Citrus Juices

Whether lemon, lime, or another citrus juice, it is always freshly squeezed from the fruit.

Eggs

In lieu of having my own chickens at this point, I buy the best raised eggs I can, either from neighbors with a flock or at the farmers’ market. A good, fresh egg is an amazing food, a nutritious one, and a delicious one as well. It also has a bright yellow-orange yolk and perky whites.

Fresh and Dried Herbs

When herbs are fresh, chop them, mince them, or bruise them to bring out their aromas. If a recipe calls for chopped tarragon, you know it’s fresh.

When herbs are dried, crush them between your fingers to release their flavors. If a recipe calls for a dried herb, it will say so.

Ghee

You’ll see ghee mentioned a lot here. It’s a new fat for me and one I like enormously. When it melts, it is perfectly clear. It smells and tastes a little nutty and makes everything extra good. I use Ancient Organics ghee, made in Berkeley from Straus organic butter. It’s a very pure food that offers a hint of warm caramel in the mouth. Clarified butter, or ghee, produces a pure “oil” for cooking that won’t burn since there are no milk solids present. (You can also make your own.) Ancient Organics ghee has more going for it in the flavor department than other brands I’ve tried and even that which I’ve made myself. You can order it directly from www.ancientorganics.com and www.amazon.com. They also make ghee that’s infused with herbs and spices.

Olive Oil

Because of the way oil is pressed today, it is pretty much all extra-virgin, so I’ve just called for “olive oil,” plain and simple. There are some inexpensive and good olive oils on the market, even some from California, and those are my everyday oils. But I also have other bottles—my brother’s oil, Greek oils (Koroneiki), Ligurian oils (from Taggiasca olives), various Spanish oils, and others I’ve picked up while traveling. I happen to prefer softer oils to those made in the Tuscan style, the kind that make you cough when you taste them. You may have your own and different preference. I do like to stay with varietals that relate to the origin of the dish—a spicy California or Spanish Arbequina in a romesco sauce, for example. I use my best oils for salads and for finishing dishes, and, cook with less expensive olive oils. Regardless of their use, both are of high quality.

Oils Other Than Olive

In addition to olive and aromatic nut oils, toasted sesame, and roasted peanut, I look for oils without as much flavor as olive oil for dishes where neutrality is preferred. I also like to keep families together, so I might use safflower or sunflower oil (in the sunflower family) with salsify, for example. I am not a fan of canola oil, most of which is genetically modified and often rancid, even when organic, and something with the vague name of salad oil has no place on my shelf. I find grapeseed oil to be very neutral and good when higher heat is wanted, and I also choose light sesame oil for when I want a fat that isn’t overbearing.

Onions

Unless there’s reason to ask for a particular color or variety of storage onion, the choice is yours whether to use yellow or white or even red (see Storage Onions or Common Onions). I tend to go back and forth between yellows and whites, depending on how they look at the market. The whites are a little milder than the yellows.

Pepper

I’m not a connoisseur of pepper varieties, but I do insist on freshly ground peppercorns, whether in a pepper mill or a mortar and pestle. Pepper’s little cloud of warm and aromatic scents just won’t be evident if it’s preground. It is a spice, and as such, it needn’t automatically appear in every recipe. Sometimes it’s better left out, but we are accustomed to its presence so it appears often.

Salt

SEA SALT. I like to use sea salt all the time. Sometimes it’s fine, other times coarse, and also flaky, as in Maldon sea salt. The latter is what you want to add to a finished dish for its texture and salty hit. I’m partial to Celtic and certain French sea salts that are coarse and unrefined. You can use them that way to salt water for cooking, and you can crush them in a mortar if you want them finer. Sea salt is mineral rich and often has a saltier, more complex flavor than refined salts, so be aware of that when you’re cooking. Again, the advice to “salt to taste” is not just an easy way out for the author. Your taste is what counts.

TRUFFLE SALT. It’s rare that I buy a truffle, but I still love the taste with certain foods, like celery root and many other winter vegetables. Truffle salt seems to be a better way to get a taste of that flavor and it’s not as overwhelming (and chemical tasting) as truffle oil. Use truffle salt sparingly and it won’t knock you over, but resist using it on every thing, unless you’re in the early stages of a love affair with it and you can’t help yourself.

SMOKED SALT. Ever since receiving a gift of sea salt smoked over organic applewood I’ve been hooked. The large grains of Celtic salt are saturated with the dark hue and flavor of smoke. As with finishing oils and truffle salt, it’s most effective when added at the end as a seasoning where you get both the crunch of the crystal and the puff of smoke. If you do get addicted and use it on everything, everything will begin to taste vaguely the same. There are many brands of smoked salt available online and elsewhere. Allstar Organics, whose smoked salt is my favorite, is available online and in Northern California farmers’ markets, such as San Francisco’s Ferry Plaza Market.

Stocks

I don’t think of vegetable stocks having the universal flavor, the way that chicken stock does, so when I do make one, I simply simmer the vegetable trimmings from the dish I’m making, then use that liquid to underscore and even amplify the flavors. Often I use water so that the true flavors of the vegetables sparkle and shine. And occasionally I use chicken stock, usually one I’ve made from the remains of a good bird that a neighbor has gifted me with. The broth that remains from cooking beans is often flavorful and viscous and it also can be used as a stock in soups and braises.

Tomatoes

Since the garden I used for the first few years was shady, I figured my best bet was to grow the smaller varieties of tomatoes, like the many “fruit” tomatoes (plum, cherry, currant), and that’s what I did. They mature more quickly than the grander varieties, so it meant I had tomatoes for a few months, though not Cherokee Purples or other large ones. They’re very useful, have fine flavor, and they can go everywhere. Even just a few add sparkle to a dish of green beans or a slice of grilled eggplant covered with ricotta, and that’s why they’re so often mentioned in the recipes. Even though my new garden is sunny, I still plant plenty of small tomatoes along with the larger beauties.

Yogurt

I use full-fat organic yogurt when I want to swirl some into a soup or over a vegetable. I like the flavor of the whole milk yogurt and not much is being used when it’s a sauce or a finishing touch. (If you prefer to use low-fat or non-fat, please do.)

For yogurts with more body, I turn to the Greek-types and labneh. Both are dense and thick, like sour cream. Labneh is richer than the Greek yogurts we get here. Whether your yogurt is thin or thick, full fat or with none, it is always plain, not flavored.
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Chapter One

THE CARROT FAMILY: SOME BASIC KITCHEN VEGETABLES AND A PASSEL OF HERBS

Umbelliferae or Apiaceae

angelica, anise, asafetida, caraway, carrots, celery, celery root, chervil, cilantro and coriander, cumin, dill, fennel, hemlock, lovage, osha, parsley, parsley root, parsnips, Queen Anne’s lace, wild carrot

BECAUSE I OVERLOOKED some carrots in my garden one fall, I was rewarded with a display of large, lacy flowers the following summer. They bobbed in the breezes, bent in the wind, and stood tall and stately when the weather was calm. My cat would race into the garden, pull up short at a provident spot, and give a nodding blossom a whap with his big paw, then zoom off, ears pinned back, fur rising along his spine. His amusement (and certainly mine as well) was reason enough to leave those blooming carrots in the ground. But I was also intrigued by the way they progressed from their cream-colored (or pink, in the case of red carrots) buds to their opened white flowers, followed by the eventual curling inward of the stems and faded blooms, as if to hold the maturing seeds safely captive. A halo of fine, feathery greens framed each flower, and the plush surface of the blossom easily supported an insect’s ramblings, like the iridescent blue wasp I watched one day making his way from edge to edge. I picked the flowers for bouquets, and visitors to the house thought I was growing something very exotic. And I was in a way, except that it was growing quite well by itself without much help from me.

Once I noticed the carrots, I began to notice other members of this family as they bloomed and went to seed: the dill, lovage, and parsley, the Queen Anne’s lace growing in roadside ditches, an enormous angelica at a nursery, the delicate coriander and chervil. I became so intrigued with these plants and their blooms that I started to grow other members of the family, including anise and cumin.

The flower, which becomes the seed head, is an umbel, and the members of this family with its vegetables and many herbs are called umbellifers. And what is an umbel? Think of an umbrella and its spokes. These flowers have many straight stems growing outward from a central point. If they happen to be compound flowers, each spoke divides into more spokes, and each of these spokes is topped with a cluster of blossoms. When the blossoms open, they show a lacy, delicate appearance. Upon fading, the stems might curl in on themselves (or not), sheltering an ample cache of tiny seeds, as was the case with the carrots. More often, the seeds assume their mature form without any folding and curling antics, as with parsley and dill.

If you grow parsley, you can easily see an example of its umbel flower, which is usually yellow. Look out the window while driving in Northern California, especially near the wetlands around San Francisco Bay, and you’re likely to notice tall, feathery fennel plants crowned with rugged golden seed heads. They scent the air and may become an aromatic fuel for grilling fish. Large fennel heads are the source of fennel pollen and fennel seeds. If you have carrots or parsnips that have wintered over in your garden and gone on for a second summer—they are biennials, meaning they flower in their second year, not the first—they will reward you with gorgeous lacy caps of blossoms. Something called false Queen Anne’s lace (Ammi majus) is purely an ornamental, grown just for those pretty umbels that are white and more rarely pale green. (Seed is available from Johnny’s Selected Seeds, see Sources.) Lovage and osha, both medicinal herbs and also a seasoning in the case of lovage, resemble another umbellifer, poison hemlock, so don’t go around pulling up and eating wild plants without knowing what you’re doing.

The exceptionally large numbers of herbs in this family are, for the most part, perfection with any of their companion vegetables, though they certainly aren’t limited to familial pairings. (Angelica leaves with rhubarb make a good cross-family pairing.) Among the herbs are plants that are small and modest, like chervil with its fine, feathery leaves and blooms. Others verge toward the gigantic, such as angelica, which can grow as tall as I am, which is five feet plus several inches. Wild fennel gets to be sizable as well. The winter remains of fennel I saw growing on a bank at a bird refuge in Northern California towered to at least six feet. Despite the vast difference in the size of these family members, their leaves, as well as their flowers, are largely similar in shape, which is pretty much like Italian parsley, though some, like the chervil and carrots, are deeply cut and others, like curly parsley, are ruffled. A kind of progression in size is at work here: There’s flat-leaved parsley and then lovage, whose leaves resemble those of both parsley and celery but larger. Angelica resembles all three, only the leaves are even larger still, but essentially the same shape. Other umbellifers have leaves that are wispy and fern-like—picture fennel, dill, and carrot tops—as if they were stretched out to the point of being feathery. But if you look at them hard, you can shrink them in your mind’s eye back to more of a parsley leaf shape.

Some everyday vegetables are in this family (carrots and celery), along with a generous number of well-known herbs and spices (parsley, coriander, cumin, and more) and some beautiful wild plants (both medicinal and deadly). Carrots and celery are vegetables you should always have on hand to use when making a soup, a stew, or even a salad. Fennel is a little more esoteric, and parsnips are used mostly in the colder months of the year. Like carrots and parsnips, fennel is sweet, and although all three are most commonly eaten as vegetables, they can show up in desserts as well—in carrot cakes and puddings, in parsnip custard, and in the occasional fennel and apple tart. Celery and its cousin, celery root, don’t go in this direction, however, at least as far as I know.
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Carrot in bloom

Carrots

Daucus carota

Like a lot of other foods, carrots have migrated around the color chart in recent years. Early carrots were large, ungainly, and purple, though we’ve known them mostly as orange. Now we know them (once more) as purple, reddish, white, and yellow, too. It’s not uncommon to find bunches of “rainbow” carrots—yellow, white, and orange roots—in farmers’ markets. There’s also a deep purple carrot called, not surprisingly, Deep Purple, and another that’s orange on the inside and purple on the outside called Purple Haze. Yellow Sun is a really rich golden yellow. Use them all.

Despite their alluring names, like White Satin and Lunar White, it took a while for white carrots to feel like carrots to me. Apparently, I do expect some color, which is a hard habit to break. Even though lots of people are growing them or buying them at farmers’ markets and co-ops, it seems a bit fussy to call for a particular color of carrot in a recipe. But if white carrots are what you have, well, you should give them a try. Once I got used to them, I ended up liking the hefty White Belgian carrots with their green shoulders. They were once grown as animal fodder in France, but they made good fodder for my family of two plus friends. Try them in the carrot soup on Ivory Carrot Soup.

Those extremely popular stubby little numbers sold as bagged baby carrots are not that at all. They’re large misshapen carrots that have been whittled down to resemble no known carrot in either looks or flavor. They were developed in the 1980s by a California farmer to make use of the carrots that would otherwise have been discarded for imperfections, such as shape. I am sympathetic to the farmer. Waste is abhorrent and sadly present in industrial agriculture. But wouldn’t it be better for everyone if we consumers were more open to the occasional forked, crooked, or otherwise misshapen carrot? They are going to be cut up in most cases anyway. One thing about having a garden is that if your carrots are odd looking or allowed to get truly enormous through neglect and forgetfulness, you’re still likely to be committed to eating them, and many find the odd shapes amusing and not problematic at all. Children are especially tickled by three-legged carrots.

Carrots are well known for the antioxidant beta-carotene (not the only antioxidant present, by any means), which is converted to vitamin A. It takes but a little carrot to get a lot of vitamin A, but carrots are nutritionally robust in other ways, too. They are a good source of potassium, calcium, phosphorus, vitamins C and B6, copper, folate, thiamine, and magnesium, and if you eat the edible greens, vitamin K. Red and purple carrots contain antioxidant-rich lypocene that gives them their color. Most of this goodness resides in or just under the skin, so a good scrub over the surface is preferable to whittling away the nutrition with a vegetable peeler.

I was surprised to learn that the benefits of carrots, especially their antioxidants but also their vitamins, minerals, and the like, are better accessed when the carrots are cooked than when they are eaten raw, because carrots are hard to break down in their raw state. (Carrot juice is an exception.) Far more of that beta-carotene is available when carrots are cooked. You can have it both ways, of course, the raw and the cooked.

A preparation that apparently harks back to Roman times but that tastes very twenty-first century to me goes off in a different direction, one that includes mint, lovage, cumin, and vinegar. Braised, roasted, or steamed carrots rolled in butter with diced shallots and one or more of the family’s many herbs are always divine. Carrots baked in a clay pot with just a hint of moisture emerge tender, their flavor concentrated.

Chervil is my ideal pick for the herb to accompany new spring carrots, but every herb in this family—dill, cumin, cilantro, parsley, anise—goes splendidly with them. If you grow caraway, cumin, or anise, you can use the fresh leaves as well as the seeds with carrots. Cooked carrots are companionable with a great many herbs, every kind of fat, and delicate acidic washes of lemon or vinegar. Soy sauce, ginger, green onions, the earthy burdock, and toasted sesame seeds are Asian companion flavors. They all serve to tame the natural sweetness that abides in carrots, and the sweeter carrots are, the more they cry out for acid to balance the sugars.

The World Carrot Museum is an online museum (carrotmuseum.co.uk) filled with fascinating carrot lore. For example, go there and you will learn that carrots were first cultivated in what is now Afghanistan, Pakistan, and Iran some five thousand years ago, and the first carrots were purple. Orange carrots did not appear until the sixteenth century, perhaps as a result of mutations and selection for that color. They were developed in the Netherlands, possibly to honor William of Orange. And there’s more.


SELECTED VARIETIES


• Paris Market carrots are stubby little spheres that should be enjoyed whole, lightly steamed, and dipped into flaky sea salt or dukkah.

• Scarlet Nantes is the classic seven-inch long carrot with a blunt tip. Picked small, Nantes are frequently sold as baby carrots.

• Chantenay (Red Core) is a good fall carrot that’s sweet and crisp, excellent for soups and braises.

• Yellowstone and Amarillo are are bright yellow. They can be nine inches long at maturity.

• Dragon, Atomic Red, and Cosmic Purple are purple carrots with orange flesh. The red skin indicates they have more lypocene than other carrots.

• White Satin, Lunar White, and White Belgian are white-fleshed carrots. The Belgian variety has prominent green shoulders. In my garden they are all prolific growers that achieve large size while keeping their flavor.

• St. Valery was mentioned by the Vilmorins as early as l885 as a carrot that had been grown for a long time. An unusual heirloom with rich color and flavor.






USING THE WHOLE PLANT

Fresh, feathery carrot tops are quite edible, chopped and scattered over a carrot soup, a carrot salad, or any cooked carrot dish. They deliver immediate brightness, bringing back into play the features of the fresh, uncooked vegetable and the garden. Rich in vitamin K, chlorophyll, and potassium, they can be somewhat bitter, so you might want to use them in smaller quantities but often. Just use the most tender of the fern-like branches.




KITCHEN WISDOM

Sometimes very mature carrots can have a tough core, but it’s fairly rare that that happens. It doesn’t matter if they’re going to be pureed, but it might make a difference in a braise or a simple dish of lightly steamed carrots.

 

Much of the flavor and nutrition in carrots resides in the skins, so it’s better to scrub the carrots rather than peel them. The skins may end up looking kind of wrinkly, but a turn in a generous amount of herbs can cover their appearance. I almost never peel carrots anymore and it hasn’t been a problem.

 

Be careful with purple carrots, especially those that are purple on the outside and orange beneath: though it might sound impossible, they turn a truly shocking shade of brown when you cook them. I made a soup with them that came out a rich, pure brown, a gorgeous color but not at all appealing to eat. I actually tossed it out, something I never do, but I couldn’t face the color of mud in a soup bowl.




GOOD COMPANIONS FOR CARROTS


• Butter, olive oil, sesame oil, coconut oil

• Dill, thyme, caraway, cumin, paprika, parsley, chervil, cilantro, anise, mint

• Soy, ginger, sesame seeds, green onions, shallots, honey, maple syrup

• Feta cheese, beets, onions, burdock, parsnips, potatoes

• Lemon, vinegars of all kinds

• Parsley Sauce, Salsa Verde with Chinese Celery, Cilantro Salsa with Basil and Mint





 


IN THE KITCHEN

Chilled Spicy Carrot Soup with Yogurt Sauce

Carrot Soup with Tangled Collard Greens in Coconut Butter and Dukkah

Ivory Carrot Soup with a Fine Dice of Orange Carrots

Carrot-Almond Cake with Ricotta Cream

Yellow Carrots with Coconut Butter and Lime

Winter Carrots with Caraway Seeds, Garlic, and Parsley



Chilled Spicy Carrot Soup with Yogurt Sauce

For 6

It’s a hot day and you want a cool soup, but tomato season is months away. What to do? Use another vegetable, like carrots, pair it with the lively spices and herbs in its family, then turn it into a chilled soup. Serve in glasses or small bowls. You may be tempted, as I was, to use purple-skinned carrots, thinking the soup will turn out a vibrant swirl of purple and orange. Don’t do it, unless you want a soup that is deadly brown and looks like gravy. Purple and orange make brown, brown, brown.


2 tablespoons ghee, olive oil, or light sesame oil

1 onion, sliced (a sweet variety like Walla Walla or Vidalia is good)

1 heaping tablespoon peeled and coarsely chopped fresh ginger

3 cups sliced carrots

1½ teaspoons ground cumin

1 teaspoon ground coriander

¼ teaspoon turmeric

2 tablespoons cilantro stems, finely minced

5½ cups water or vegetable stock or light chicken stock

Sea salt

Juice of 1 lime, plus more if needed

SAUCE

3 tablespoons creamy yogurt

½ jalapeño chile, seeded and finely diced, or pinch of red pepper flakes

2 tablespoons finely chopped fresh cilantro

1 tablespoon slivered Thai basil

Pinch of sumac powder



Warm the ghee in a wide soup pot and add the onion, ginger, carrots, spices, and cilantro stems. Give a stir to coat with the ghee and cook over medium heat for about 5 minutes. Add the water and 1½ teaspoons salt and bring to a boil. Lower the heat, cover, and simmer until the vegetables are quite soft, about 20 minutes.

Puree in a blender until very smooth. Cover and chill well. The flavors dull with the cold, so season with the lime juice and with more salt, if needed, just before serving.

To make the sauce, stir together the yogurt, chile, cilantro and basil. Swirl a spoonful of the sauce into each serving of soup and add a pinch of sumac to each bowl.

Carrot Soup with Tangled Collard Greens in Coconut Butter and Dukkah

For 4

With its tangle of coconut-scented dark green ribbons and a crunchy sprinkle of toasted nuts and seeds, this soup looks as if an enormous effort went into making it. But each of its components is quickly made and can be done a day in advance of when you want to serve it. I sometimes stir cooked rice into the soup for its texture and heft, especially when the soup will be the main dish. {Pictured here}


1 tablespoon ghee or light sesame oil

1 onion, thinly sliced

1¼ pounds carrots, scrubbed and thinly sliced

1 heaping tablespoon peeled and slivered fresh ginger

1 teaspoon ground cumin

Sea salt

THE COLLARDS

Several small collard leaves

Sea salt

Coconut butter

Squeeze of lime juice

Dukkah



Warm the ghee in a soup pot over medium heat. Add the onion, carrots, ginger, cumin, and 1 teaspoon salt, give a stir, and cook until wilted, about 6 minutes. Add 4 cups water and bring to a boil. Lower the heat, cover, and simmer until the vegetables are soft, about 20 minutes.

While the soup is cooking, prepare the collards. Trim the stems, stack the leaves, roll them up lengthwise, and then slice thinly crosswise. Bring a skillet of water to a boil, add a little salt and the greens, and simmer until tender, about 2 minutes or a little longer. Drain well and toss while hot with the coconut butter to taste. Taste for salt, then add the lime juice.

When the soup is ready, puree until smooth. Taste for salt and add more, if needed. If the soup is too thick, thin it with hot water or stock. Reheat the soup if it has cooled.

Ladle the soup into bowls and set a tangle of the collards atop each serving and spoon some Dukkah into each bowl.
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Carrot Soup with Tangled Collard Greens in Coconut Butter and Dukkah, Ivory Carrot Soup with a Fine Dice of Orange Carrots

Ivory Carrot Soup with a Fine Dice of Orange Carrots

For 4 to 6

What happens if you make a carrot soup with just white carrots? Will people get the carrot taste if the soup isn’t orange? Although the carrot flavor is fully there, garnishing the soup with carrot greens and finely diced orange and yellow carrots locks the flavor in more firmly. This is an extremely simple soup, intentionally so to underscore the purity of color and flavor. Try making it with pale yellow carrots, too. {Pictured here}


1 tablespoon butter

1 tablespoon olive oil

1 onion, thinly sliced

1 pound white carrots, scrubbed and thinly sliced

1 tablespoon raw white rice

Sea salt

½ teaspoon sugar

1 thyme sprig

4 cups water or light chicken stock

Few tablespoons finely diced orange carrots and/or other colored carrots

Freshly ground pepper

About 1 tablespoon minced fine green carrot tops



Warm the butter and oil in a soup pot and add the onion, white carrots, rice, 1 teaspoon salt, and the sugar and thyme. Cook over medium heat for several minutes, turning everything occasionally. Add 1 cup of the water, cover, turn down the heat, and cook while you heat the remaining 3 cups water. When the water is hot, add it to the pot, cover, and simmer until the vegetables are tender, about 20 minutes.

While the soup is cooking, cook the diced carrots in salted boiling water for about 3 minutes and then drain.

When ready, let cool slightly, then remove and discard the thyme sprig. Puree the soup until smooth in a blender. Taste for salt and season with the pepper. Reheat if it has cooled.

Ladle the soup into bowls, scatter the diced carrots and carrot tops over each serving, and serve.
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Carrot Almond Cake with Ricotta Cream

Carrot Almond Cake with Ricotta Cream

Makes one 9-inch cake

As delicious as American carrot cakes are, I’m always reluctant to measure out that cup—or more—of oil that they all seem to require, not to mention the obligatory pavement of cream cheese frosting. This carrot cake is redolent of almonds and lemon. If you use yellow carrots, it’s exceptionally pretty. I serve it with the best ricotta cheese I can find mixed with sour cream, lemon zest, and honey. I’ve also experimented with dousing the cake with limoncello, which makes it doubly moist and lemony.

This cakes tends to gain moisture as it sits, well wrapped, at room temperature. {Pictured here}


4 tablespoons butter, plus more for the pan

1½ cups finely ground almonds, preferably blanched

Finely grated zest of 2 lemons

¾ cup plus 2 tablespoons organic granulated sugar

1¼ cups unbleached cake flour

2 teaspoons baking powder

¼ teaspoon salt

4 large eggs (5 or 6 smaller farm eggs)

¼ teaspoon almond extract

Scant 2 cups grated carrots, preferably yellow

THE RICOTTA CREAM

1 cup ricotta cheese

1 cup sour cream

2 tablespoons honey

Grated zest of 1 lemon

Confectioners’ sugar, for dusting



Heat the oven to 375°F. Melt the 4 tablespoons butter and set it aside to cool.

Pulse the almonds with the lemon zest and 2 tablespoons of the granulated sugar in a food processor. Butter a 9-inch springform pan and then dust the sides with some of the almond mixture. Sift together the flour, baking powder, and salt.

Using an electric mixer, beat together the eggs and the remaining ¾ cup sugar on high speed until pale, foamy, and thick, about 5 minutes. Reduce the speed to low and add the remaining ground almond mixture, the almond extract, and finally the flour mixture, incorporating it just until well mixed. Pour the cooled butter over the batter and then quickly fold it in, followed by the carrots.

Scrape the batter into the prepared pan, smooth the top, and put the cake in the center of the oven. Lower the heat to 350°F and bake the cake until it is springy to the touch in the center, lightly browned, and beginning to pull away from the pan sides, 40 to 45 minutes. Let cool completely in its pan, then release the spring and slide the cake onto a platter.

To make the ricotta cream, work together the ricotta, sour cream, honey, and zest by hand or with a mixer until smooth. Taste and add more of any of the ingredients, if needed. The cream will thin out as it sits, forming a nice sauce for the cake.

Just before serving, dust the cake with the confectioners’ sugar. Serve the sauce alongside.

Yellow Carrots with Coconut Butter and Lime

For 2 to 4

Any carrot can be prepared this way, but the pale yellow ones with slightly darker cores are especially attractive. A mix of white, yellow, and orange carrots would be equally attractive, but what’s most important is how good the combination of carrots and coconut butter is.


1 pound carrots, yellow or a mix of colors, scrubbed and sliced into rounds or on the diagonal ½ inch thick

Sea salt

About 2 tablespoons coconut butter

1 lime



In a pot, bring 4 or more cups water to a boil. Add the carrots and 1 teaspoon salt and simmer until the carrots are tender to the touch of a knife tip, about 15 minutes. Drain well, then return the carrots to the pan for a few minutes to dry in the residual heat. Add the coconut oil, toss to coat the carrots, and then halve the lime and squeeze over the lime juice. Taste for salt and add more if needed. That’s it—simple and very good.

Winter Carrots with Caraway Seeds, Garlic, and Parsley

For 4

Caraway is more appropriate for winter carrots—those big, gnarly ones you pulled out of your garden as late as February—than delicate early season carrots. I use exactly those for this dish: carrots that are misshapen, overly large, and a mix of yellow, white, and orange. Despite their failed market appeal, they are sweet and flavorful, and appearances don’t matter once they’re sliced. I do peel overwintered carrots, unless they’re smooth and appealing.


About 1 pound large carrots, a mix of white, yellow, and orange or a single color

Sea salt and freshly ground pepper

1 tablespoon caraway seeds

1 large clove garlic, chopped into a few pieces

2 tablespoons olive oil

4 tablespoons chopped parsley

1 lemon, quartered



Peel the carrots, then cut them crosswise into chunks about 1 inch long. Cut the thicker pieces lengthwise into halves or quarters so that all the pieces are about the same size. Put them in a pot and add water to cover and 1 teaspoon salt. Bring to a boil, then lower the heat and simmer, covered, until tender but not too soft, about 12 to 15 minutes.

While the carrots are cooking, using a mortar and pestle, smash together the caraway seeds, garlic, ½ teaspoon salt, 1 tablespoon of the oil, and 2 tablespoons of the parsley. You won’t succeed in breaking up all the seeds, but the garlic should be mushy.

When the carrots are done, drain them, then return them to the pot for a few minutes to dry in the residual heat. Add the remaining oil, the caraway mixture, and plenty of pepper. Toss to coat, then add the remaining parsley, toss again, and serve with the lemon wedges.
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Celery Root and Celery

Celery

Apium graveolens

Generally, celery is celery and that’s it. No one has come up with celery that’s pink or purple or possesses some other decorative quality. True, it is blanched in the field to ensure its pale tenderness, but basically it’s, well, pretty basic. Yet people were once obsessed with the long stalks of this plant and displayed them in handsome celery vases on the table. Celery tonics were also once the rage—think of Dr. Brown’s Cel-Rey soda—and in ancient times a wreath of the leaves was thought to cure the hangover. Celery is one of those vegetables that I buy almost weekly, but I can barely name a dish that I cook that features it, other than a salad of finely sliced stalks. But have it I must. And while I’m never sure where it all goes, somehow it does get used.

It’s been said that four celery stalks a day can significantly lower your blood pressure, plus it’s a good source of vitamin C, fiber, potassium, phosphorus, iron, calcium, and vitamins B1, B2, A, and K. That’s quite a bit of goodness to extract from a vegetable that has practically no calories. The downside is that it’s also high in sodium, so folks watching their intake should be moderate in consumption. Of course, that’s not hard to do, as celery doesn’t lend itself to overeating the way, say, an avocado does.

Many other fall salads spring to mind in which celery lends its clean crunch to fruits, heady cheeses, and toasted nuts. Celery with pears, Gorgonzola or another blue, and hazelnuts is one example. Or you might go with thinly sliced celery with crumbled blue cheese and endive, the fleshy leaves of golden purslane, or fava leaves. Allowing the garden to be my inspiration, I have made a salad with a few celery stalks, a very thinly sliced yellow carrot, some dill fronds, a little fresh lemon juice, and just a few drops of olive oil—a satisfying mix of the crunchy and delicate, of pale greens and yellows. Celery with green olives also makes a good salad.

Celery is not usually thought of in the same breath as all the aromatic herbs found in this family, but it could be—and should be. Celery with dill or celery with minced parsley, chervil, and lively lovage can make celery fascinating instead of ordinary. Or mix a number of herbs together and put them with celery. Use aniseeds and cumin seeds and see what happens. Celery is very obliging and can easily be led in this direction or that.

In addition to the head or bunch celery we commonly buy, there is cutting celery (Par-Cel is one type, Chinese celery another), whose flavor is far bigger than that of head celery. The stalks of these varieties are thinner and darker, however. Some praise the strong flavor of cutting celery while others find it too much, so it’s one of those “it depends” plants: it depends mostly on how it’s used and whether or not one likes an assertive celery flavor. It does make a very lively salsa verde.

I bought some celery starts from a farmer and planted them closer together than I should have, but they took off in the garden, producing luxurious tufts of leaves atop stalks that lengthened daily. I found myself plucking the leaves for salads often. The tight clusters of stalks protected the inner ones from the direct light of the sun, essentially blanching them. One morning when I snapped off a stalk, I was astonished to find that it was crisp, tender—and absolutely refreshing. I stooped for a second helping. No wonder gardeners tend to be grazers.

As with nearly all vegetables, celery is better when it comes from your garden with no travel, handling, storage, and elaborate store displays to come between your just picked stalk and your mouth. Even though my homegrown celery was, I confess, a little stringy, the leaves alone were worth the trouble, and the stalks made a hearty contribution to the stockpot. Another reason to grow your own, or at least to choose organically grown celery when buying it, is that conventionally grown celery is near the top of the list of vegetables that carry a high level of pesticide residue—some samples revealed traces of more than sixty pesticides—not a good record, and not something you want to eat.


USING THE WHOLE PLANT

For sure, use the leaves, especially when making a celery salad but in other dishes, too. They become more interesting when mixed with parsley, and both are very clean-tasting greens.

 

The base of the celery bunch, which many cooks throw away, can go into a soup stock.




KITCHEN WISDOM

Celery is generally not troublesome, but the outer dark green stalks are likely to be stronger tasting and stringier than those paler stalks in the middle, so be prepared to peel them if you don’t want strings in your teeth. It takes but a moment.

 

When using the stalks or the leaves of cutting celery, such as Chinese celery or Par-Cel, taste them to judge their strength. Start small and add more, as if it were chile.

 

Be sure to wash celery well. Fine soil often collects in the base of the stalks.




GOOD COMPANIONS FOR CELERY


• Butter, olive oil, cream, walnut oil

• Blue cheese, Cheddar, Parmesan, aged Gouda

• Walnuts, almonds, hazelnuts

• Pears, apples, Asian pears

• Green olives, capers

• Potatoes, celery root, carrots

• Parsley, anise, lovage, dill, cumin—any of the umbelliferous herbs





 


IN THE KITCHEN

Salsa Verde with Chinese Celery

Celery Leaf and Vegetable Potage

Celery Salad with Spring’s First Herbs and Mâche

Meyer Lemon and Shallot Vinaigrette

Celery Salad with Pears, Endive, Blue Cheese, and Walnuts



Salsa Verde with Chinese Celery

Makes a scant 1 cup

Chinese celery has an extremely lively taste that goes way beyond celery. Where to use this sauce? Use it to dress a celery salad or a dish of celery with potatoes. It’s good with beets. Stir some into a celery or celery root soup or into a risotto based on celery. Fish is ideal. And poached chicken breasts would be livened up deliciously by this sauce. The possibilities are numerous, as long as you can find this leggy green with its thin stalks, which you usually can at Asian markets. If you can’t, use celery leaves mixed with lovage and/or parsley.


1 shallot, finely diced

2 tablespoons lemon juice, to taste

Sea salt

½ cup finely chopped Chinese celery leaves, or celery leaves mixed with a few tablespoons of parsley and/or lovage leaves, finely chopped

Grated zest of 1 lemon

4 to 5 tablespoons olive oil, or ¼ cup light sesame oil mixed with 1 tablespoon toasted sesame oil



Put the shallot in a bowl with the lemon juice and ¼ teaspoon salt and leave to sit while you finely chop the celery leaves. Combine the shallot mixture, celery leaves, lemon zest, and 4 tablespoons of the oil in a bowl and mix well. Taste and add more oil, lemon juice, or salt, if needed.

If you’re not planning to use the sauce right away, wait to add the lemon juice as it does tend to bleach away the color.

Celery Leaf and Vegetable Potage

For 4

This soup, which is largely improvised, can be made from all kinds of winter vegetables, whether you’re starting with whole vegetables or just leftover pieces. But this particular version is based on the sturdy members of the Umbelliferae family.

I sometimes end up with odds and ends of vegetables: a half a fennel bulb, a single leek, a chunk of celery root, a lone parsnip. And when their outer leaves, stalks, roots, and skins accumulate, I use them to make a stock.


3 cups diced vegetables, including celery root, celery, fennel, and carrots

1 small yellow-fleshed potato, peeled and diced (about 1 cup)

1 or 2 leeks, white part only, diced (about 1 cup)

1 tablespoon butter

Sea salt and freshly ground pepper

4 cups vegetable or chicken stock or water

Handful of mixed finely chopped celery, fennel, and parsley



Ready the diced the vegetables, potato, and leeks. Melt the butter in a soup pot over medium heat. Add the vegetables and turn to coat with the butter. Season with 1 teaspoon salt, then add 3 cups of the stock. Bring to a boil, lower the heat, and simmer for 25 minutes, or until the vegetables are very tender.

Scoop out 1 cup of the soup, puree it, adding the remaining 1 cup liquid to thin it, and then stir the puree back into the soup. Add the celery and other leaves, season with pepper, and serve. So simple, so good.


Smooth: Stir in the chopped leaves and a smidgen of cream if you want that richness, then season with pepper and serve.

With texture: Give the soup some crunch by scattering toasted bread crumbs over the top or some leftover native wild rice, frikeh, and spelt are excellent and give it a little more substance.



Celery Salad with Spring’s First Herbs and Mâche

For 4

Celery is also the star in this salad, thinly sliced and tossed with the first lovage leaves, chives, parsley—plus mâche or purslane—of the season and then with an uplifting Meyer lemon vinaigrette. Use a mandoline or similar cutting device to make paper-thin slices.


Enough celery stalks to yield about 3 cups very thinly sliced celery (a generous 1 pound)

Handful of mixed herbs, including the palest celery leaves, parsley, and lovage leaves, torn into pieces

1 tablespoon finely sliced chives

Sea salt

Meyer Lemon and Shallot Vinaigrette

Freshly ground white pepper

Several handfuls of mâche leaves or small purslane sprigs



Peel any celery stalks that look on the stringy side, then slice them very thinly crosswise with a mandoline or knife. Toss with the herbs with a few pinches of sea salt, then with enough of the dressing to moisten well. Taste for salt and season with pepper.

Toss the mâche with dressing (you won’t use all the dressing), then line a platter or shallow bowl with it. Add the celery and serve.

MEYER LEMON AND SHALLOT VINAIGRETTE

Makes about 7 tablespoons


1 shallot, finely diced

Grated zest of 1 Meyer lemon

1½ tablespoons Meyer lemon juice

Sea salt

1 teaspoon Dijon mustard (optional)

5 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil



Put the shallot, lemon zest and juice, and ¼ teaspoon salt in a bowl. Let stand for 10 minutes, then whisk in the mustard and olive oil.

Celery Salad with Pears, Endive, Blue Cheese, and Walnuts

For 4 to 6

This fall-winter salad is all about crisp and crunchy textures except for the pears, which offer the surprise of their soft and juicy bite. If life demands that you make this ahead of time, wait to add the pears until the last minute, as they will brown if left to sit.


WALNUT VINAIGRETTE

1 shallot, finely diced

4 teaspoons apple cider vinegar

Sea salt

3 tablespoons walnut oil

Enough celery stalks to yield about 1½ cups very thinly sliced celery (about 9 ounces)

2 heads Belgian endive

2 tablespoons minced celery leaves

2 ripe pears (such as Bartlett or Agate)

½ cup walnuts, toasted until fragrant

2 ounces Point Reyes Original Blue or other favorite blue cheese, thinly sliced

Sea salt and freshly ground pepper



To make the vinaigrette, put the shallot, vinegar, and ½ teaspoon salt in a bowl. Let stand for 5 minutes or longer, then whisk in the oil.

To make the salad, peel any celery stalks that look on the stringy side, and then slice them very thinly crosswise with a mandoline or knife and put in a roomy bowl. Halve the endives lengthwise and cut out the cores, then slice them crosswise a scant ½ inch thick. Add them to the celery slices along with the celery leaves. Peel the pears if you wish, or leave the skins on. Quarter them lengthwise, core and cut into long wedges, and add them to the celery and endive.

Add the walnuts, blue cheese, and vinaigrette and toss well. Taste for salt, season with pepper, and serve.

Celery Root

Apium graveolens var. rapaceum

Celery root (also known as celeriac, turnip-rooted celery, and knob celery) is a splendid vegetable. Unlike celery, it is not a kitchen workhorse or everyday vegetable but more of an exotic. A type of celery that’s grown for its developed root rather than its stalks and leaves, celery root is about the size of a grapefruit and is utterly enjoyable in soups, gratins, and salads. If you have celery root in your garden, it will produce upright shoots and dark green leaves that look like celery and taste like it too, only in a rougher way. But it’s what grows underground that you really want here, and unlike its almost aggressively strong greens, the root is a mild vegetable with the flavors of celery and soil. It’s ready to harvest in the fall and often held through the winter in gardens where the climate is mild or in the refrigerator or root cellar. When you dig it from your garden, it can be quite a gnarly item, the roots heavily matted with soil. It’s a bit of a chore to clean it up, but it’s so good that it’s especially rewarding to reap your own harvest.

Celery root is slow growing—it takes all summer plus some to mature—which makes it expensive and therefore something of a special-occasion vegetable rather than one to pick up each week at the market (though I’d love to do just that). When baked with potatoes and cream into a luscious gratin, I always imagine that I taste truffles. Always. The association is strong and not mine alone. Celery root and truffles, if one could afford them, would be a terrific pairing. I do use truffle salt with celery root when I long for the taste of truffle and know that getting one is unlikely. A little sprinkle is enough.

The lumpy-bumpy looks of a celery root can be a little off-putting. Someone new to the vegetable celeriac wouldn’t probably reach for it without considerable pause. Even when it’s been scrubbed and pared for you in the market, it can have a mass of tendril-like roots hugging the main ball, like a bunch of snakes. When they’re present, they may hold onto some dirt and sand, but you’re going to cut them off in any case. Although rough looking, the peels make a wonderfully robust addition to stocks and should be used in dishes in which celery root is featured to underscore its haunting flavor.

Like celery and parsley, celery root has a fresh, clean flavor, but the taste is softer and deeper than that of head celery. It lacks the sweetness of carrots and parsnips. Because it’s low in carbohydrates, it is sometimes recommended as a substitute for potatoes, but a little potato added to mashed celery root only improves its texture.

In addition to its low number of carbohydrates, celery root is a source of vitamins B6 and C, potassium, magnesium, manganese, and phosphorus. Best of all, it’s a delicious vegetable.


USING THE WHOLE PLANT

The stalks and leaves that grow above the root resemble celery, but the taste is much stronger. Still, you can use them judiciously to lend their good flavor to soup stocks, and if the leaves aren’t too battered, you can finely chop them and use them as a seasoning in a dish. The root can be added to stocks.




KITCHEN WISDOM

Celery root discolors when peeled and cut, so put pieces into acidulated water as you cut them.

 

Look for celery root that is firm, solid throughout, and heavy for its size. Sometimes its heart can be soft and pithy. If you have one that’s pithy, dedicate it to a celery root puree or soup rather than another dish.

 

Be careful not to overpower celery root with other strong roots, like parsnip. Keep companions modest so that you can really get the subtle flavor of the root. Potatoes are suitably neutral and therefore good companions.

 

To trim celery root, start by cutting a slice off the top and bottom, as you would for peeling an orange. Then slide the knife along down the sides, taking the skin as you go. Make sure you get all the roots at the bottom.




GOOD COMPANIONS FOR CELERY ROOT


• Butter, walnut oil, sunflower oil, homemade mayonnaise

• Parsley, thyme, chervil, tarragon, lemon, celery seedsd

• Gruyère cheese, cream

• Truffles, truffle salt, smoked salt

• Walnuts, hazelnuts

• Potatoes, mushrooms, watercress, apples, pears, wild rice

• Mustard vinaigrettes, sorrel sauces





 


IN THE KITCHEN

Celery Root Soup with Walnut-Celery “Salad”

Celery Root and Hash Brown Cake

Celery Root Mash Flecked with Celery Leaves



Celery Root Soup with Walnut-Celery “Salad”

For 4 to 6

This smooth, substantial soup is filled with the fresh and earthy flavors of fall. But I’d make it anytime I could.


Juice of 2 lemons

1 celery root (about 12 ounces)

3 or 4 celery stalks with pale leaves

1 tablespoon butter

1 tablespoon olive oil

1 large onion, chopped

½ teaspoon dried thyme, or several sprigs of thyme

¼ cup chopped parsley, plus more to finish

1 large clove garlic, minced

½ cup white wine

Sea salt and freshly ground pepper

6 cups vegetable or chicken stock or water, plus more if needed

Extra stock, milk, or cream for thinning

⅓ cup walnuts, lightly toasted and chopped

Roasted walnut oil

3 tablespoons finely slivered celery heart



Have ready a large bowl of water to which you have added the lemon juice. Scrub the celery root and slice off the gnarly skin. (If you’re making a vegetable stock, be sure to include the celery root skin and trimmings.) Cut the celery root into ½-inch cubes and immerse them in the lemon water as you work. Trim the pale leaves from the celery stalks and chop enough to measure 1 tablespoon. Set aside the rest for a garnish. Drain the celery root and measure it. Chop the celery stalks and add enough to the celery root to total 4 cups.

Heat the butter and oil in a soup pot over medium-high heat. Add the celery and celery root, onion, thyme, and parsley and cook until the vegetables take on some color, about 8 minutes. Add the garlic, wine, and 1 teaspoon salt and cook until the wine has reduced to a syrupy consistency. Add the stock and bring to a boil. Adjust the heat to a simmer, cover partially, and cook until the vegetables are tender, about 30 minutes.

Puree the soup until smooth. Return the soup to the pot and reheat, thinning with additional stock, if needed. Mix together the reserved celery leaves, the walnuts, and the celery, toss with walnut oil to moisten well, and season with salt and pepper.

Ladle the soup into bowls. Spoon the walnut-celery salad on top.

Celery Root and Hash Brown Cake

For 2 to 4

This crispy, golden, tender cake of grated celery root and potatoes makes a sumptuous breakfast but also a wonderful first course or side dish at dinner—or even dinner itself. Speckling the grated vegetables with celery seeds and strewing slivered celery leaves over the top brings out the subtle celery flavor of the celery root.


A scant 1 pound of potatoes (russets or yellow fleshed, such as German Butterball)

1 celery root (about 12 ounces or more)

4 tablespoons sunflower seed oil, butter, or a mixture

2 large shallots, finely diced

Sea salt and freshly ground pepper

A few pinches of celery seeds

½ cup grated Gruyère cheese

Finely chopped celery leaves, to finish



Scrub the potatoes, and then peel them or not as you wish. Coarsely grate them on a hand grater or in a food processor, then peel and grate the celery root as well.

Heat the oil in a 10- or 12-inch nonstick or cast-iron skillet over medium heat. Add the shallots and cook for about 1 minute. Add the potatoes and celery root and season with ¾ teaspoon salt, a few grinds of pepper, and the celery seeds. Stir to coat the vegetables with the oil, then let the mixture sit undisturbed for 5 minutes or so. Fold the browned and crisp outside into the center, then pat the mixture down again. Continue in this fashion, allowing the vegetables to brown and crisp before folding them together, until all are cooked and nicely browned, about 20 minutes. Now, pat the mixture into the pan one more time, forming a nice even cake, and cook a few minutes longer so that it develops a golden crust. Scatter the cheese over the surface and leave to melt into the cake.

Season with pepper and add the celery leaves. Cut the cake into wedges (or scoop it out of the pan) and serve.


With Other Cheeses: Consider smoked provolone, Cantal, aged Gouda, or a medium Cheddar.

With Salad: If this is supper, a salad of bitter greens with a mustard vinaigrette would be an excellent partner.

With Smoke: Season the dish with smoked salt or smoked paprika, but not too much, as you don’t want to overwhelm the celery root. If you decide to use potatoes only, they can handle considerably more seasoning.



Celery Root Mash Flecked with Celery Leaves

For 4 to 6

Celery root and potatoes make a most appealing vegetable puree, which is why one often sees it in place of mashed potatoes alongside short ribs or other meaty winter dishes. As for how much butter to use, add as much you feel comfortable using. I make my puree using just the cooking water plus a modest amount of butter. That way, the richness doesn’t take over but is enough to be enjoyed.


2 pounds Yellow Finn or other boiling potatoes

1 celery root, about 1 pound

Sea salt

About 1 cup warm cooking water or warmed milk or cream

4 to 8 tablespoons butter

Freshly ground pepper

¼ cup minced celery leaves, mostly light but also some darker ones



Peel the potatoes and celery root and cut them into large pieces. Put them in separate saucepans, add cold water to cover and ½ teaspoon salt to each, and bring both to a boil. Simmer until tender, about 15 minutes for the potatoes and 10 minutes for the celery root.

Drain the vegetables, reserving the cooking water for thinning the puree or to use as a stock, and transfer to a bowl. Mash the vegetables by hand, adding the warm liquid as needed to make the mixture supple. Work in as much butter as you like, then taste for salt and season with pepper. Finally, stir in the celery leaves and serve.
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Fennel in bloom

Fennel

Foeniculum vulgare var. azoricum

Also known as bulb fennel, Florence fennel, and finocchio, this vegetable is less common than its cousins, celery and carrots, though it has been gaining more visibility lately. The edible fennel bulb is a slow grower and therefore expensive. (On the other hand, parsnips are also slow growing and a little costly, yet we seem to know them well.) The bulb tastes of anise, which many find a difficult flavor to warm to, even though it is quite mild in the case of fennel. Anise is, in fact, another name that’s used for fennel, and vendors at a produce terminal who don’t recognize it as fennel will usually know it as anise. The bulb is so crisp, sweet, wet, and altogether lovely, it’s hard to imagine that its subtle anise flavor is a problem for some, but it is.

At a seafood restaurant in Puglia, fennel was put out after the meal, the bulb cut into slivers and set on a dish in salted cold water. It was an appropriately refreshing end to my dinner. Thinly sliced fennel, preferably cut on a mandoline so that it’s paper-thin, makes a particularly perfect fall or winter salad, with oranges and olives, or with mushrooms, thin shavings of Parmesan cheese, and even thinly sliced raw leeks. Thicker strips can be put out raw, too, with toasted fennel seeds and sea salt for dipping. When sautéed, fennel’s copious sugars caramelize, turning the bulb from pale green to gold and adding to its ephemeral qualities a certain depth of flavor. It is beautiful browned, then braised with finely diced celery and carrots and served with a garlic-rich mayonnaise or with one stained and flavored with saffron. It goes famously well with fish and potatoes, and the three might show up together in a soup or a stew. Of course, a bulb might be included in a gratin of fall or winter vegetables—potatoes, celery root—or turned into a soup and garnished with both its toasted seeds and its greens. It can replace or accompany celery in a fall-winter Waldorf-type salad, and it’s very good brushed with olive oil then grilled. People who like fennel will have no trouble finding many ways to use it, even the scarred outer leaves, which can be scraped with a vegetable peeler then used—perhaps cooked rather than used raw as they’re bound to be more fibrous then the protected inner sheaves.

There is a core. You’ll see it if you cut a bulb lengthwise into quarters or halves. Frankly, I never worry about it and it’s seldom troublesome. Maybe it’s a problem in a big old bulb or a poorly grown one, but unless you stumble on a neglected and grown-to-overlarge specimen in your garden, the fennel you buy or harvest will be tender throughout. If you do cut it out because, say, you don’t want the leaves joined, by all means nosh on it.

As with all vegetables, fennel has its own set of nutrients. They include those flavonoids that imbue it with antioxidants, namely rutin and quercetin. Anethole, one component of fennel’s volatile oil that is responsible for its licorice flavor, has been shown to reduce inflammation, at least in animal studies. On the nutrient side, fennel provides its eaters with vitamin C, folate, potassium, and more, all of which benefit our health in important ways.

Roasted fennel seeds, often spooned into your palm as you leave an Indian restaurant, sometimes sugar coated and sometimes not, are thought to sweeten the breath and help digestion in general and digestive aliments of various kinds. You might make a tea of fennel seeds after a large meal to calm the tummy. Indeed, there’s a whole medicinal side to fennel, the seeds in particular. They are regarded as a purifier, as the base for an effective cough syrup, and as a repellant for fleas, which is why they are are used in stables and kennels. Fresh fennel seeds are greenish before drying to a duller grayish shade. They are best used before they have lost their color. They have important culinary uses, too, whether in an herb or herb-and-spice mixture for coating tuna steaks before searing, as a component in a rub for ribs, as a seasoning in Italian sausages, or as a flavoring in breads. (Try adding a tablespoon to a recipe of whole-wheat no-knead bread.)

Fennel pollen is an intensely concentrated element of fennel, potent as a seasoning and quite the rage a few years ago. I have a fairly old package I had forgotten about, and it is still intensely aromatic. If fresh, it would be even more so.

Bronze fennel (Foeniculum vulgare Purpureum or Nigra) is more of an ornamental plant than a culinary one. You can use the feathery greens, but they don’t have the lively burst of flavor that green fennel offers.

Fennel has a long history in the Mediterranean, Greece, India, and Pakistan. The Battle of Marathon in 490 BCE was named for the Greek word for fennel, marathon, which grew on the battlefield. According to Greek myth, fire was stolen from the gods by Prometheus, who hid it in a hollow fennel stalk. If fennel stalks can carry fire, they might also serve as the packaging of a special gift. Imagine opening two pale stalks and finding a golden ring within.


USING THE WHOLE PLANT

Few vegetables are more efficient than fennel. Chop the feathery fronds finely and use them to garnish any dish that features fennel. Or keep them in larger pieces and add them to salads. Tender stalks can be thinly sliced and eaten raw—sample one first to make sure they aren’t too fibrous—or added to soups. Stalks can also be used on the grill to impart their flavor to fish, or whatever lies above the smoke. As the stalks are hollow, smaller ones can be used as straws.

 

If the outer leaves of the bulb are scarred, they are often discarded. Their thick, rough appearance suggests that they won’t be good, but run a vegetable peeler over their surface and you’ll find that they can be quite edible, or at least usable in a soup or stock. Thinnings from the garden can be washed and put out as a nibble with some fennel salt. The flowers make a beautiful garnish.




KITCHEN WISDOM

Fennel bulbs can sometimes be very fibrous and woody if grown in a hot climate with insufficient water or if they have been allowed to bolt before they are harvested. Commercially grown fennel is usually moist, crisp fleshed, and quite pleasant to eat raw, and the bulbs are plump and round. Keep an eye on the core to make sure it’s tender; it usually is.




GOOD COMPANIONS FOR FENNEL


• Olive oil, butter

• Parsley, fennel seeds, saffron, thyme, bay, star anise, orange, lemon

• Tomatoes, celery, potatoes, olives, garlic, fish, shellfish, pork

• Ricotta, Parmesan, Gruyère, goat cheeses, blue cheeses

• Romesco Sauce, Parsley Sauce, Chervil-Chive Butter





 


IN THE KITCHEN

Fennel Stock

Braised Fennel Wedges with Saffron and Tomato

Shaved Fennel Salad with Celery and Finely Diced Egg

Fennel Tea



Fennel Stock

Makes about 3 cups

It’s a shame not to use the thick outer leaves, stalks, and greens that accumulate when working with fennel to make a fennel stock. This is a very improvisational affair that bears the clear flavors of fennel and would be just the thing to use in any soup that features fennel or other anise flavors or a fennel dish that calls for liquid.


Trimmings from 1 or 2 fennel bulbs

1 onion, sliced

Root ends and/or firm dark green tops from 1 or 2 leeks

Trimmings from 1 or 2 handfuls of mushrooms

Trimmings from 1 or more tomatoes, if available

Sea salt

1 teaspoon fennel seeds



Put the fennel, onion, leeks, and mushroom and tomato trimmings in a pot. Cover generously with 4 to 5 cups water. Add a teaspoon salt and a teaspoon of fennel seeds. Bring to a boil then lower the heat and simmer for about 30 minutes, by which time the vegetables will be spent. Strain the stock, then use immediately or store. Use in any fennel dishes where liquid is called for. It will keep in the refrigerator for up to 1 week.

[image: ]

Braised Fennel Wedges with Saffron and Tomato

Braised Fennel Wedges with Saffron and Tomato

For 4

Fennel is a natural with seafood, so you might pair this dish with halibut or seared scallops. But it’s also good with rice, and black rice makes for an especially dramatic—and delicious—pairing. Be sure to leave the core in the fennel bulb. It’s what holds the wedges together. {Pictured here}


2 large fennel bulbs

2 to 3 tablespoons olive oil

1 onion, thinly sliced

2 teaspoons fennel seeds

Good pinch of saffron threads

½ teaspoon dried thyme

1 clove garlic, crushed

3 tablespoons tomato paste

1½ cups Fennel Stock, chicken stock, or water

Sea salt

1 tablespoon butter

Freshly ground pepper

Minced fennel greens or fresh flat-leaf parsley



Trim off the stalks and greens from the fennel bulbs. (Mince the greens for a garnish. If there are none, you can use parsley.) If the outer thick leaves of the bulbs look tough and scarred, as they often do, take a slice off the base to loosen them and set them aside for another use. Halve each bulb lengthwise and cut the halves into wedges about 1½ inches at the widest part.

Heat the olive oil in a wide sauté pan over medium-high heat. When hot, add the onion and fennel seeds, crumble in the saffron and thyme, and then cook until the steam releases the color from the saffron, after several minutes. Add the fennel wedges and cook them until golden, turning them and the onions occasionally. Once they are well colored, add the garlic, stir in the tomato paste, and then add the stock and 1 teaspoon salt. Scrape the pan to release the juices, then cover and simmer until the fennel is tender, another 15 minutes.

If there’s an excess of liquid, pour it into a small skillet. When ready to serve, add the butter to the juices, bring to a boil, and then simmer until rich and syrupy. Reheat the fennel, taste for salt and pepper, and pour the sauce over the fennel. Garnish with the fennel greens and serve.


Fennel al Forno: Slide the cooked fennel into a lightly oiled gratin dish. Slice a 4-ounce ball of fresh mozzarella and tuck among the fennel slices. Bake at 375°F until the cheese has melted and the dish is bubbly, about 25 minutes. Grate Parmesan over all and let settle for a few minutes, then serve. This can be a side dish with fish or lamb, or a vegetarian main dish.



Shaved Fennel Salad with Celery and Finely Diced Egg

For 4

Pale, clean, and fresh in the heart of winter. If you aren’t super skillful with a knife, using a mandoline to cut your fennel and celery paper-thin makes them more pleasant to eat. Measurements aren’t particularly exacting here. Use more celery and less fennel if that works for you, and the same is true of the herbs. I’ve thrown this together from a single small fennel bulb and the last three celery stalks in the house and it was ample for four.


1 egg

1 fennel bulb, 8 to 10 ounces

4 inner celery stalks

Grated zest of 1 lemon

Sea salt and freshly ground pepper

2½ to 3 tablespoons olive oil

1 tablespoon fresh lemon juice

Small handful of finely chopped mixed herbs (inner celery leaves, fennel greens, and parsley)

Fennel pollen and/or toasted fennel seeds, to finish

Truffle salt, optional



Boil the egg. Meanwhile, trim off the stalks and greens from the fennel bulb. If the outer thick leaves of the fennel look tough and scarred, as they often do, take a slice off the base to loosen them and set them aside for another use. Then, using a knife or, preferably, a mandoline, cut or shave the remainder crosswise into paper-thin slices. Peel any celery stalks that look on the stringy side, then slice them very thinly crosswise with a mandoline or knife. Toss together the fennel, celery and lemon zest. Arrange loosely in a shallow bowl or platter. Season with salt and pepper and toss with the olive oil and lemon juice.

Peel the egg and finely dice the egg white. Toss the herbs and egg white together and scatter over the fennel and celery. If the yolk is firm and dry, rub it through a sieve over the salad. If it’s on the moist side, finely chop it instead. Sprinkle fennel pollen and/or seeds over all. If you have truffle salt, add that as well, and serve.

Fennel Tea

For 2

Sip this tea just because it tastes good, but know that it’s also something of a digestive and a calmer of an overwrought stomach. It can be made with either green fennel fronds, seeds, or both. Seeds that are green rather than brown or gray are freshest and the ones to use.


1 to 2 tablespoons fennel seeds or handful of fennel greens

2 cups boiling water

Honey for sweetening



If using fennel seeds, bruise them just a little in a mortar with a pestle. If using the greens, squeeze them in your hand just enough to bruise them and release their flavor.

Put the seeds or greens in a teapot, pour over the boiling water, cover, and let steep for at least 10 minutes for a fairly mild tea and longer for a stronger one. It won’t become bitter. This is good hot or chilled. Sweeten with a little honey, if desired, but it should be naturally sweet enough.

Parsnips

Pastinaca sativa

I once had the pleasure of digging parsnips in the snow in Eliot Coleman’s winter garden. Eliot is one of the nation’s most revered organic gardners and a master of winter garening. They were so sweet—just as he had promised—that we fried slices of them (leaving the core be) in butter until they caramelized in their own sugars, then ate them with maple syrup and toasted pecans. We served them to the nutritionist Joan Dye Gussow, who was aghast at the amount of butter used, but not by the rich, warm flavors of the dish. After that experience, I could imagine how one might be tempted to use parsnips in a kind of mock apple pie, but that was not as successful. Eliot and I made one but people picked at the crumble on top and crust below and pretty much left the parsnips alone. Pie was, perhaps, not the best use for this vegetable.

One day a farmer at my market showed me a parsnip that was twenty-three inches long (I know because I measured it), well formed, and straight most nearly its full length until it gently tapered off. He was proud because this single parsnip said that his soil was loamy and soft, no longer the impenetrable clay that he had begun farming with. I bought it and had a great time using it. Its even cylindrical shape was perfect for slicing into rounds. If all parsnips were like that particular specimen, people might use them more than they do.

But mostly they have an odd shape to work with: wide at the top, quickly tapering to narrow tips, and ending in a rat-like rooty tail. They also often have a core that needs removing if tough, which it most certainly will be if the parsnips have been held in the ground and dug in late spring. They have a heavy scent. They’re more expensive than their carrot cousins, which they superficially resemble. Unlike carrots, they are rarely sold in bunches, and if grown in heavy soil, their narrow ends are often forked. There are difficulties with the parsnip, and yet many of us have a fondness for them.

As with carrots, you can turn parsnips into a puree, or you can grate them and use them to make a salad, pairing them with dates rather than the raisins that would be used with their relative. When grated, parsnips lose some of their punch and become more mild mannered, and they are also drier than carrots tend to be. You can make this vegetable less assertive by pairing it with potatoes in a mash or in a soup. Or, you can emphasize its lack of subtlety by serving roasted parsnips with Horseradish Cream. Of course, it fits right into a soup or gratin with other members of the family—carrots, celery root, fennel—but too much and it can take over.

One reason parsnips tend to be expensive is because they spend far more time in the ground than carrots (and many other plants) do. They’re planted in the spring, the seeds are slow to germinate, and they’re best harvested after a hard frost. Their time in the field can add up to six to nine months between seed and harvest, which means that farmers have to charge more for them because they’ve devoted their land to just one crop rather than a succession of crops. And the reason we seldom see the greens is because by the time they’re dug, their greens are pretty frazzled and tired looking, if they’re present at all. Another reason is that parsnips gain their greatest flavor and sweetness after a frost, by which time the greens are long gone. Indeed, parsnips are best once freezing weather has been around for several weeks. Without the cold, I find that parsnips are somewhat unruly in the flavor department. It’s not that their flavor is offensive; it’s just that it takes over so completely, shouting down the quieter demeanor of celery root, fennel, and even carrots.

The pungent-sweet aroma of the parsnip root suggests an association with such curry spices as cardamom, cinnamon, and other warm spices, including anise and coriander, two members from the same family. Thus, most people know it in soup flavored with curry powder, but there are other ways to go. It can also take a more bracing accompaniment, such as fresh parsley, chopped carrot greens, horseradish, or the more down-to-earth thyme and rosemary.

As with all vegetables, parsnips are not terribly caloric and have plenty of fiber. They are also rich in folate, potassium, and, in lesser amounts, vitamin C, iron, zinc, and vitamins B1, B2, and B3. So, if you like them, they’re well worth putting on the table.


USING THE WHOLE PLANT

Really, all there is other than the flesh of the root are the pared skins and any removed cores, since the greens are rarely attached. These trimmings can have a powerful presence in a stock, however. Reserve a parsnip-flavored




KITCHEN WISDOM


 


 





GOOD COMPANIONS FOR PARSNIPS













 


IN THE KITCHEN

Parsnip and Carrot Puree

Parsnip-Cardamom Custard

Roasted Parsnips with Horseradish Cream



Parsnip and Carrot Puree

Makes 4 cups

One parsnip, one carrot, and one potato are what I used to make this velvety orange puree. Literally, just three vegetables, but large ones: the twenty-three-inch parsnip already mentioned, a monstrous carrot from my garden, and a particularly hefty russet. Simmered, pureed, and seasoned with ghee, together they made the most luscious puree. Although this dish is unadorned, you can dress it up (see below). Unless you have reason to believe that the cores of the parsnips are impenetrably hard, leave them in and let the action of the relatively long simmer and the sharp blade of the food processor take care of any toughness.


1 pound parsnips

1 pound carrots

1 russet potato, about 8 ounces

Ghee or butter, for finishing

Sea salt and freshly ground pepper



Peel the parsnips and slice into rounds. Scrub the carrots and slice into rounds about half as thick as the parsnip rounds. Peel the potato and cut into chunks. Put all of the vegetables in a pot, add water to cover and a few teaspoons salt, and bring to a boil. Lower the heat to a simmer and cook until the vegetables are tender, 15 to 20 minutes if they haven’t been cut too thick. Test with a paring knife to make sure they are fairly soft.

Scoop the vegetables out of the pot with a slotted spoon and puree them in a food processor with enough of the cooking water to loosen the mixture. When the mixture is as smooth you want it, scrape it into a bowl and whisk in ghee to taste. Taste for salt, season with pepper, and serve.







Parsnip-Cardamom Custard

For 6

This dessert is sweetened with maple sugar and cardamom. It has a soft caramel color and can be served warm or chilled.


About 1½ pounds parsnips

Sea salt

1½ cups buttermilk, milk, or half-and-half

½ cup maple sugar or loosely packed dark brown sugar

2 whole eggs plus 1 egg yolk

¾ teaspoon ground cardamom

⅛ teaspoon ground cloves or star anise

1 teaspoon vanilla extract

½ cup heavy cream



Heat the oven to 325°F.

Peel the parsnips and remove any tough cores, if necessary. Chop the parsnips and measure 3 cups. Put them in a saucepan, add water to cover and a few pinches of salt, and bring to a boil. Lower the heat to a simmer and cook until the parsnips are soft enough to mash, 15 to 20 minutes. Test with a paring knife to make sure they are soft.

Drain the parsnips and then return them to the pot for a few minutes to dry in the residual heat. Transfer the parsnips to a blender or a food processor, add the buttermilk, sugar, whole eggs and egg yolk, ½ teaspoon of the cardamom, cloves, and vanilla. Blend or pulse until very smooth.

Divide the mixture evenly among six ½-cup ramekins. Place the ramekins in a baking pan and pour near-boiling water into the pan to come halfway up the sides. Bake until set and lightly puffed, about 45 minutes. Remove the pan from the oven, then remove the ramekins from the water bath. The custard can be served immediately, or it can be cooled and chilled before serving.

Whip the heavy cream with the remaining ¼ teaspoon cardamom until soft peaks form. You can sweeten the cream, if desired, though the custard should be sweet enough. Serve each ramekin topped with a pouf of the cream and a pinch of cardamom.

Roasted Parsnips with Horseradish Cream

For 4 to 6

There’s a lot going on here with the sweetness of the parsnip and the heat of the horseradish. Because it is strong, the horseradish sauce is best served on the side.


1½ pounds parsnips

4 teaspoons sunflower seed oil

Sea salt and freshly ground pepper

1 tablespoon chopped parsley

Horseradish Cream or prepared horseradish



Heat the oven to 400°F.

Peel the parsnips and cut them into thirds, then into wedges. Remove the cores, if needed. You should end up with batons about 2½ inches long and about ½ inch thick. Toss the batons with the oil and season with plenty of salt and pepper. Turn them onto a sheet pan or wide, shallow baking dish; there should be plenty of room.

Roast, turning once or twice, until browned and tender when pierced with a knife, about 35 minutes. Remove from the oven, toss with the parsley, and turn the parsnips into a serving dish. Serve with the horseradish on the side.





Umbellifer Herbs and Spices


Angelica (Angelica archangelica)





Anise (Pimpinella anisum)



Asafetida (Ferula assa-foetida)




Caraway (Carum carvi)




Chervil (Anthriscus cerefolium)






Cilantro and Coriander (Coriandrum sativum)








Cumin (Cuminum cyminum)
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Dill (Anethum graveolens)




Lovage (Levisticum officinale)




Parsley (Petroselinum hortense)








Parsley Root (Petroselinum Crispum var. crispin)


 


IN THE KITCHEN

Rhubarb with Angelica Leaves

Anise Shortbreads with Orange Flower Water

Caraway Seed Cake

Chervil-Chive Butter

Cilantro Salsa with Basil and Mint

How to Toast and Grind Cumin Seeds

Dukkah (Toasted Nuts and Seeds with Cumin)

Dill-Flecked Yogurt Sauce

Cucumber-Lovage Sandwich with Sweet Onion

Braised Leeks with Lovage and Lemon

Parsley Sauce

Braised Parsley Root



Rhubarb with Angelica Leaves

Makes 1 generous cup

The leaves have the same exotic pine-like flavor as the candied stems but are far easier to use. Enjoy this simple rhubarb dish as a dessert with a spoonful of something creamy, or stir some into a cup of yogurt.


1 pound red rhurbarb stalks, trimmed and cut into ½-inch pieces

⅓ cup sugar

About 3 tablespoons slivered fresh angelica leaves, plus a smaller leaf to finish



Combine the rhubarb, sugar, the angelica leaves, and 1 tablespoon water in a saucepan. Place over medium-high heat and cook, stirring now and then, until the rhubarb has softened completely, about 15 minutes. Let cool completely. Tear or sliver a smaller leaf and add a tablespoon or more to the rhubarb.

Anise Shortbreads with Orange Flower Water

Makes 12 wedges

An anise shortbread would be my choice of pastry to accompany a quince compote, or any fall fruit compote, for that matter. Figs, fresh or dried, would be perfect with the anise.


½ cup butter, at room temperature

⅓ cup confectioners’ sugar

¼ teaspoon sea salt

1 teaspoon orange flower water

1 tablespoon aniseeds, plus more to finish

1 cup white whole wheat or all-purpose flour



Heat the oven to 325°F. Have ready a 9-inch pie pan.

In a stand mixer fitted with the paddle attachment, beat together the butter, sugar, and salt on medium speed until smooth, creamy, and pale. If the butter is soft, this won’t take very long at all. If it is pretty much cold from the refrigerator and you cannot wait for it to soften, allow about 10 minutes of mixing for the mixture to become creamy. Add the orange flower water and aniseeds and mix well. Reduce the speed to low, add the flour, and continue to beat until well mixed. Or mix the dough with your hands, incorporating any flour that might have fallen to the bottom of the bowl.

Press the dough into the pie pan so the surface and edges are smooth and even. Scatter the extra aniseeds over the top and gently press them into the dough with an offset spatula.

Bake in the center of the oven until lightly browned, about 30 minutes. While the shortbread is still hot, slice it into 12 wedges with a sharp knife, then let it cool in the pan before serving. (It does not have to be on a rack.)

Caraway Seed Cake

Makes 1 loaf cake

A pound cake lightly studded with seeds is both an old-fashioned British confection and a revived, new taste for today. You don’t want to use a lot of seeds or the flavor will shift from floral to musty. Even a teaspoon is enough to give this cake a subtle perfume. It will not make you think of rye bread, either.

This is my basic butter cake recipe. I’ve included it in other books and I use it again here because it is unfailing at altitudes both high and low.


1¾ cups sifted all-purpose flour, or 1 cup each white whole wheat flour and all-purpose flour

1 teaspoon baking powder

Scant ½ teaspoon sea salt

½ cup butter, at room temperature

1 cup granulated sugar

1 teaspoon vanilla extract

Grated zest of 1 large Meyer or Eureka lemon

3 eggs, at room temperature, lightly beaten

¼ cup milk

1 teaspoon caraway seeds, plus more for the top



Heat the oven to 350°F. Butter and flour an 8 by 4-inch loaf pan or an 8-inch cake pan. If using a loaf pan, line the bottom and the narrow ends with a single strip of parchment paper.

Whisk together the flour, baking powder, and salt in a bowl. In a stand mixer fitted with the paddle attachment, beat the butter on medium speed until soft, then gradually add the sugar and continue until light and fluffy. Add the vanilla and lemon zest, then add the eggs and beat until thoroughly combined. Scrape down the sides of the bowl and beat once more until the mixture is smooth, another minute or so, then add the milk.

With the mixer on low, gradually add the flour. When all of it has been added, remove the bowl from the mixer stand, run a large rubber spatula down the sides and across the bottom to make sure everything is well mixed, and then stir in the caraway seeds. Scrape the batter into the prepared pan and even the surface. Sprinkle the top lightly with the additional caraway seeds.

Bake in the center of the oven until golden and firm on top and the sides are pulling away just slightly from the pan, about 30 minutes. Let cool for 5 minutes in the pan, then loosen the sides with a knife and turn the cake out onto a rack to cool. Let cool completely before serving.

Chervil-Chive Butter

Makes ½ cup

Use this green-flecked chervil butter to finish vegetable soups, with mushrooms or other vegetables, with fresh egg pasta, with delicate grains, and the like. Not only is an herb butter such as this very useful and pretty, it is one way to preserve an excess of herbs that won’t be around for long, such as chervil. If your chives are in bloom, be sure to include some of the purple blossoms. The butter will keep for a few months in the freezer. This is also great with tarragon.


½ cup butter, at room temperature

1 shallot, finely diced

3 tablespoons chopped fresh chervil

1 tablespoon chives, finely sliced or snipped

Sea salt



Cut the butter into chunks and beat it until soft and pliable. Add the shallot, chervil, chives, and the salt, starting with ¼ teaspoon. Work the butter with a wooden spoon until everything is evenly incorporated. Taste for salt. Pack the butter into a serving dish or roll it into a log in waxed paper or parchment paper and refrigerate or freeze until ready to use.

Cilantro Salsa with Basil and Mint

Makes about ½ cup

For some people, this is a condiment without which life would be unthinkable. If you love cilantro, you will slather this green sauce over grilled and roasted vegetables, on shrimp, over pizza, in eggs—pretty much wherever you can imagine using it.

This recipe makes only ½ cup, but is easy to multiply.


1 cloves garlic, coarsely chopped

½ of a large jalapeño chile, seeds removed for less heat, left in for more, chopped

Sea salt

¼ cup olive oil, plus more as needed

1 bunch cilantro, the lower stems removed

5 basil leaves

A sprig of mint, stemmed

Fresh lime juice, to finish



Put the garlic, chile, ¼ teaspoon salt, and the ¼ cup olive oil in a mini food processor and pulse to break the garlic and chile into small pieces. Add the cilantro and continue to pulse, adding more olive oil until you have the consistency you like, which can be loose and flecked with green or creamy and smooth. Add the basil and mint and pulse once more. Taste for salt and add more if needed. Add some fresh lime juice to taste just before serving.

How to Toast and Grind Cumin Seeds

Many spices gain stature when they are toasted before grinding, but with cumin this is especially true. I toast and grind just a few ounces at a time and keep the powder in a tightly covered glass jar. It lasts well for a few months, though I usually use it up long before that. You may be surprised how much more intense the flavor is. Here’s how to do it:

Put the cumin seeds in a dry skillet over medium heat. Toast them, sliding them about the pan frequently so that they don’t burn, until very aromatic and a shade darker. Turn them out onto a plate to cool, then grind them in a spice grinder. Store in a tightly covered jar.

Dukkah (Toasted Nuts and Seeds with Cumin)

Makes about 2 cups

There is no one way with dukkah, the crunchy Egyptian condiment that has rooted itself around the world. It seems to have as many formulations and recipes as there are cooks. Some mixtures are heavy on the seeds, others on the nuts. Some include more exotic ingredients than others do. But it’s hard to miss with toasted nuts, seeds, spices, and herbs. The explosive flavor of the mixture, whatever it consists of, flatters many foods: salads, soups, grilled or roasted vegetables, vegetable purees, bean purees, scrambled eggs, ricotta cheese, and more. Traditionally, it is eaten with bread and olive oil. Other seasonings can be added to the mixture: dried lemon peel, dried mint, red pepper flakes, cinnamon, nigella seeds, caraway, turmeric, and clove.

Dukkah is best eaten reasonably fresh rather than stored for months on the shelf. Keep it in a tightly sealed jar at the most for a week or maybe two.


1 cup hazelnuts, almonds, or pistachios, or a mixture

½ cup sesame seeds

½ cup coriander seeds

¼ cup cumin seeds

1 teaspoon fennel seeds

Several pinches of dried thyme

Several pinches of dried marjoram or oregano

Sea salt

Freshly ground pepper



Heat the oven to 350°F.

Spread the nuts on a sheet pan and toast in the oven until fragrant, 8 to 10 minutes. If using hazelnuts, rub them in a towel to remove any of the skins that have loosened. Pour the hot nuts onto a plate to cool. Next, toast the seeds the same way until lightly colored and fragrant, about 5 minutes, then pour onto a plate to cool.

Transfer the cooled nuts and seeds to a food processor, add the thyme, marjoram, and ¾ teaspoon salt, and pulse until roughly ground. Don’t let them become paste-like; there should be texture and plenty of crunch. When the texture is right, season with pepper.

Dill-Flecked Yogurt Sauce

Makes about 1 cup

This sauce matches up with a countless number of edibles: beets; Beluga Lentil Salad; with steamed then cooled carrots; potatoes, hot or cold; braised leeks; grains. It’s worth having a mass of dill in your garden for this go-everywhere sauce.


1 small clove garlic

Sea salt

½ cup yogurt

¼ cup sour cream

½ cup finely chopped dill



Pound the garlic in a mortar with ¼ teaspoon salt until smooth. Stir in the yogurt, sour cream, and dill. Taste for salt. You’re done, unless you prefer to puree the sauce. Then it will come out pale green with occasional flecks of dill. This will keep for several days in the refrigerator.

Parsley Sauce

Makes about 1 cup

Green and fresh, this sauce provides a bright flourish to root soups and stews, or why not a plate of spaghetti or a bowl of polenta? It’s also useful to have on hand to spoon over cooked beets, carrots, celery root, Broccoflower, and so many other vegetables, especially winter ones. Be prepared to chop the parsley by hand. A food processor shreds it and it’s not pretty. A fine mince of green fluff is what patience and a sharp knife will get you.


1 clove garlic

Sea salt

¼ teaspoon black peppercorns

¼ teaspoon fennel seeds

¾ cup finely chopped parsley

¾ cup olive oil (I like a tangy early harvest Arbequina)

1 large shallot or 4 green onions, the white parts plus a little of the greens, thinly sliced

Grated zest of 1 lemon

Fresh lemon juice or champagne vinegar, to finish



Pound the garlic in a mortar with ¼ teaspoon salt, the peppercorns, the fennel seeds, and 2 tablespoons of the parsley to make a smooth paste. If the mixture seems too dry to handle well, add a little of the olive oil. Stir in the rest of the parsley, the shallot, the lemon zest, and the oil to make a thick, green sauce. Taste for salt, then sharpen with a little vinegar. Best when used right away, but leftovers can be covered and refrigerated for one or two days.

Braised Parsley Root

For 4

When you go to trim the roots, leave a good inch or more of the stems and wash carefully around them. Once cooked, they are as sweet and good to eat as the roots. They simmer in a quick stock made from the trimmings.


THE STOCK

Peels and trimmings from 8 parsley roots

Sea salt

THE VEGETABLE

1 pound parsley roots, about 8, peeled and trimmed

1½ tablespoons butter

½ cup finely diced onion

Sea salt

Freshly ground pepper

Finely minced parsley, to finish



Make a quick stock first: Peel the parsley roots and trim away all but a few inches of the stems. Put the trimmings and stems along with a small handful of the leaves and a few pinches salt in a small pot. Cover with 2 cups water, bring to a boil, then lower the heat and simmer while you prepare the rest of the dish.

Halve the peeled and trimmed parsley roots lengthwise. If there is a big discrepancy in the sizes, cut larger roots into quarters.

Melt the butter in a pan with 2-inch sides. Add the onion, stir it about, then add the parsley roots and stir them about as well. Strain, then pour over the stock. Add ⅜ teaspoon salt and bring to a boil. Cover the pan, lower the heat, and simmer for 10 minutes. Remove the lid and continue cooking until the liquid has reduced to a few tablespoons and the roots are burnished on the bottom and tender when pierced with a knife. Turn the parsley roots into a serving dish with the sauce, which should by now be syrupy. Season with a little pepper and a few pinches minced parsley.
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DEBORAH MADISON

VEGETABLE LITERACY

Cooking and Gardening with Twelve Families from the
Edible Plant Kingdom, with over 300 Deliciously Simple Recipes

Photography by Christopher Hirsheimer and Melissa Hamilton
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