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DEDICATION

I learned several years ago that tragedy is not something that happens to someone else. Life is both wonderful and terrifying, and it is how we blend the two that defines who we are.

In the summer of 2004 my youngest child died suddenly at the age of six. Learning how to “live on” after losing Sylvia was a mystery. Creating a living legacy so that we could say her name every day and keep her spirit alive, and to honor her by doing the good she dreamed of, was the anchor for me. My very special husband, Chaim, agreed that we would buy a farm and create the Sylvia Center. I am grateful for that every day. Our children, Nell, Katie, and Sam, embraced these two projects from the start. Without their encouragement and support, I don’t think we would have been successful. They are the inspiration in my life and for this book, written to bring families together around the table, in conversation or celebration, making meals and moments count.

This book is also dedicated to the many dear friends and pioneering colleagues who gave their support, involvement, creativity, hard work, and passion for helping others to the Sylvia Center; they are making a difference in many young lives.
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Over the years, I have met more bereaved parents than I dreamed possible. Sharing our stories and talking about our children (all of them) gave me strength and hope. This book and its stories are for the friends who have traveled this road and understand the balance of what is important in life.

To my precious family and my dearest friends, I dedicate Sylvia’s Table. Let us sit around it, in peace and health, and enjoy life.
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INTRODUCTION

I left New York at five thirty on a fall morning in 2006, a city girl heading north to meet a farmer. Just four months had passed since we closed on sixty acres in Kinderhook, a small town in the Hudson Valley; settled in 1640, Kinderhook is deep in the American arcadia, legendary for its gentle hills, rich farmland, and abundant streams. Given their location, it was surprising that our sixty acres had never been farmed—that would be for me to do, so I needed a farmer. By seven thirty Bob Walker and I were chatting over breakfast at the West Taghkanic Diner on Route 82, a rural road that links Hudson Valley towns and villages. I knew Bob was the one, even before I’d finished my oatmeal—really, from the moment I first saw him.

Yes, he looked like a farmer—tall, browned from long days outdoors, and with large hands that looked like they were connected to the earth. But beyond that, Bob was an experienced organic farmer, already contentedly at home in the Hudson Valley. We were determined to plant in the spring, which meant that Bob had to hit the ground fast, and he did, studying and planning nearly obsessively through the few short months we had before planting would begin. The exciting things, like choosing crops, were offset by mundane—and expensive—matters, like laying in twenty thousand feet of drainage pipes (to be followed, two years later, by twenty thousand more). Bob had had experience with start-up farm situations, which our Katchkie would be, and he had worked on farms with the kind of dual mission we were planning—farming with a social cause. In our case, the cause was the Sylvia Center. We made our goal, and, because Katchkie had never before been farmed, we qualified for our organic certification with our 2007 harvest—the most delicious crops from what, a year before, had been a field covered with wild brambles.

Accomplishing all this meant far more to me than simply realizing my dream of having a farm; I’d wanted that for a long time, but that longing had taken on new urgency. I was eager to establish the Sylvia Center, a place to inspire children to eat well and to learn where good food comes from. The center had to be on a farm.

Who is Sylvia? Sylvia was the youngest of our four children, a pixie of a girl who wanted to grow up and become a “helpful human.” Two months shy of her seventh birthday she died of a sudden brain aneurysm. In picking up the pieces—and in finding a way to create a legacy for Sylvia—several threads of our lives came together.

Our family already had a place in nearby Putnam County, where we have spent summers and weekends for many years, falling in love with the outdoors and surrounding farms. We have shared memories of hours spent as a family picking and eating our way through the seasons, from strawberries and blueberries to apples and pumpkins.

Looking back, it makes sense that in the early phases of mourning, I discovered that the only places where I felt alive were in one of New York’s Greenmarkets, or at the farm where I picked up my CSA (community-supported agriculture) share. There was something healing about being surrounded by the earth and its abundance. This land in Kinderhook—Dutch for “children’s corner”—was the perfect place for the Sylvia Center, the place to honor her. It would be the legacy she would have created herself. It seemed a minor miracle to find property close to a place we already considered a second home.

We named the farm for our son, Sam, choosing a nickname I had given him as a baby. Katchkie is Yiddish for “duck” and, oddly, a term of endearment. (Although when I want to tease people, I tell them it is an old Indian tribal name, like our other local ones, Taconic or Mohegan!) And the timing could not have been better, just before the locavore and sustainable farming movements were gaining momentum around New York City. I had a desire to connect to food fresh from the field; that concept is at the core of the Sylvia Center.
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The program’s mission is to bring children together with good, delicious foods through joyful experiences in the fields and with cooking. It was an immediate success. The children harvest whatever is ready for picking or pulling and turn it into a meal, right there, in our field kitchen. Then they nourish the soil with the trimmings and plant new crops; they learn, hands-on, the relationship between a farm and the food they eat and the entire cycle of growing. We welcomed our first visitors in 2007, children from local communities and a few groups of public school children from New York City.

Katchkie Farm has brought me close to the sustainable farming movement in our region and led to my involvement in food policy with organizations like Just Food, Grow NYC, and the Governor’s Council. This movement has also inspired and informed my professional work—from spring to fall, most of what is grown at Katchkie Farm is used by my catering company, Great Performances, at our events or in our cafés; it also gives us a presence at the city’s Greenmarkets and is a source for our products.

As much as I yearned for a farm, Katchkie has enhanced my life beyond anything I ever imagined. Today, some of my most cherished moments are in early spring, after Katchkie Farm has slumbered through the winter and our early crops are just beginning to show. The extraordinary Hudson Valley light is still low, and early in the day it touches the undersides of delicate green leaves; everything glows with spring’s promise and new life. Above all, Katchkie Farm is where we are keeping Sylvia’s name and her memory alive; she is being the “helpful human” she wanted to be. With this book, we reach even wider—sharing Sylvia’s memory and our work on Katchkie Farm with all of you.

I also want this book to inspire families to create memories by cooking together. Some of the best times I recall as a granddaughter or mother take place in a kitchen. My little Russian grandma, Nelly, never cooked from a printed recipe (though I have her tattered ancient recipe notebook with unintelligible scribbles); she defined measurements as a “pinch” or a “touch.”

Cooking with my own children was a lesson in letting go and embracing the moment. We had the best collection of sprinkles, frosting tubes, and cookie cutters. We made soups, jams, pancakes, cookies, cupcakes, mousses, and, inevitably, lots of tomato sauce, a consequence of my inability to resist tomatoes in their season. Cooking with a child can lead to “teachable moments,” combining basic math and reading skills, providing exposure to new flavors and foods, and leading to the pride of accomplishment and the pleasure of eating. Cooking with a child can be a test of patience as well as a labor of love, but almost nothing is as magical. When I cooked with my kids, we made messes, and yes, we made magic. The gleeful chaos, the surrender of discipline to the joy of discovery, it’s all the stuff of indelible memories.

The experience has been no different at the Sylvia Center, where the children also have pulled me into their exuberance. We’ve learned a lot from them, what they are capable of, what can interest and excite them—how open they can be. For instance, there’s the legend of “the boy who didn’t like beets,” who visited with a group from Chatham Middle School, not far from the farm. Most of the kids, being teens, had a bit of a ’tude about participating in the program. Robin, our culinary intern, had made beets with sour cream—the dish was the most exquisite bright pink. Too colorful for the kids, I guess, because none of them would touch it. Only one boy was game. His classmates watched him eat the beets, at first as if they were a bowl of spiders, then with gusto. He went back for seconds and, amazingly, thirds. His friends were cheering him on. And I felt so grateful for this one brave soul who would not buckle to peer pressure, even with his mouth as bright pink as a little girl’s purse.

MY BOOK FOR YOU, OR, HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

Sylvia’s Table brings together several aspects of my life and how I’ve thought about food, as a wife and mother and as a food professional. This is a book for grown-ups, but also a book to be shared with children, a family cookbook. Most of all it is a personal collection of recipes, the ones I’ve prepared for my own family for many years, along with recipes from my company, Great Performances, dishes that have crossed over from events catered for strangers to food I routinely cook at home—and not while wearing party dresses!

Other recipes in this book came to me through the generosity of friends and relatives, and a handful came from colleagues in the food professions—chefs, authors, teachers. These busy people took the time to think about what would be just right for a cookbook aimed at families and were particularly eager to contribute to an effort that will support the Sylvia Center.

In Sylvia’s Table you also will come upon essays with various themes. As a farmer, I wanted to pass along some tips for crops you might like to grow in your own backyard or on a suburban deck or even in containers on a city terrace—strawberries, carrots, salad greens, herbs—so easy and so thrilling for children. And whether or not you raise your own crops, I thought it would be helpful to know more about particular kinds of produce, such as squashes and apples and peppers and mushrooms, to help you identify them and learn some of their characteristics and how to use them in easy ways, so there are guides to them. These are exciting times when local farmers are catching on that if they grow it, we will eat it. Some of the big growers are taking notice, too, and following the trends, to the point that we all are finding things we’ve never seen before, even at our neighborhood
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