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  INTRODUCTION


  


  When I pile the vegetables from my garden on the kitchen table, I am reminded of the extraordinary culinary heritage we’ve received from the past. The vegetables I grow are called heirloom, or heritage, vegetables, since they have been handed down from one generation to the next: the Cardon de Tours, a cardoon raised by Thomas Jefferson; the Ethiopian yellow lentil grown by farmers for thousands of years; the Lancaster Lad pea, which was developed in England during the early 1900s. All of these are delightful old cultivars with flavors that evoke their fascinating histories.


  Yet the process of creating heirlooms never really stops. The newer open-pollinated varieties of vegetables, like the Green Grape tomato of the 1980s, promise a future of extraordinary culinary riches that anyone can grow and reproduce in their own backyards. The vegetable world is changing quickly, but there is a core of “classics” that represents the best of what has been: the Jaune du Poitou leek, the Arran Victory potato, the zucchini called Cocozella di Napoli, just to name a few. These are the plants whose personalities inhabit my garden, a garden with a special voice and mission. That mission is woven into the fabric of this book, for this is both a narrative about origins—where things come from—as well as a sampling of the vast array of tastes and aromas that make the world of vegetables so richly enticing.


  My kitchen garden is situated in Pennsylvania on the site of an old property called Roughwood, an appellation it acquired in the nineteenth century. The Roughwood Seed Collection is the three thousand or so vegetables I grow on a rotating basis to explore and examine firsthand the vegetable heritage of many parts of the world. All of the vegetables discussed in the following pages have been raised in this garden. Each one of them is part of the Roughwood story, and each one has brought to the garden its own unique narrative about the cuisines and cultures of far off places. People sometimes ask me where I live and I tell them I am six hours and twenty minutes from London—for it takes just as long to fly to London from nearby Philadelphia as it does to drive to Boston from my house. For me, the world is indeed a very small place and the sampling of vegetables I have chosen for this book reflects my worldview: there are selections from every continent, except the frozen one.


  The idea of limiting my choice to just one hundred vegetables was a difficult charge, since even the culls in my collection have merit. Yet I do have my favorites and for reasons not necessarily culinary. Take, for example, two rather unremarkable looking tomatoes of great rarity: Old Moyamensing (also known as the Fairmount Goal) grown by Philadelphia prisoners in the 1830s, and the tomate pomme rouge from the physic garden of the University of Montpellier in France. That Old Moyamensing was once prisoner’s food opens a whole chapter of social history about prison gardens and the kinds of foods convicts grew for their own consumption. In the case of the French tomato, it was discussed and illustrated in the 1813 treatise on solanums by Michel Dunal, one of the great French botanists of the nineteenth century. The prison tomato is a rustic gem; the other one is a great prize and doubtless similar to the sort of seedy tomatoes grown in America by enlightened gardeners like Thomas Jefferson or eighteenth-century plant collector William Hamilton of Philadelphia.


  I suppose the lesson in this is that to understand the vegetable varieties that have been entrusted to us by past generations, as well as those that are being created for us today, we must look at the sum total of their biodiversity—the good, the middling, the less important, and the truly great. They all fit together when viewed holistically, for it is this sum total of those small pieces that makes the planet Earth tick.


  In the following pages I tell the tales of other favorites, such as the Spotted Aleppo lettuce, which took me twenty years to find; the Alma pea recently sent from Sweden; the Chioggia sea pumpkin I first tasted in Venice as an architecture student; and the charming variegated winter cress from my friend Ulrike’s garden in Kent, England. Lest my readers who like to garden fret that such things cannot be found in popular seed catalogs, the seed companies listed at the end of the book carry most if not all of the vegetables discussed.


  Of course, aside from their historical or gardening interest, all the vegetables chosen for this book also possess culinary merit. Indeed, I have picked out ones that soar above the run of the mill in terms of flavor and appearance. You might say that this is a garden book for cooks, or a cook’s guide to the garden, because the flavor principle is a dimension of nearly every sketch and to me a very important one. Assisting me in my culinary evaluations were my friends Ulrike Paradine and John Reed. Their cozy Edwardian house in Hythe, England, with its cats and bowers of kiwi fruit, rare breeds of ducks and chickens, fish ponds, splashing fountains, grape arbors, and bed after bed of unusual vegetables and herbs, is a hidden paradise with a magic fairylike atmosphere. There, high above the English Channel, we spent many hours discussing the flavors and virtues of the one hundred vegetables included in this book.


  Plants sometimes undergo alterations when they are moved to or from the New World. Intensities of flavor change dramatically with soil types or quality of sunlight. The sunlight in my garden is nearly the same as that in Madrid, Spain, which is a far cry from the soft light and mild, misty atmosphere of southern England. Thus, over the years, I have recruited the good advice of another culinary friend, Valerie Andrews, who has spent endless hours in my gardens at Roughwood tasting, commenting, and matching flavors with wine. Just to reassure ourselves that my taste impressions were on target, we cooked with these hundred vegetables many times to test and retest their strengths and weaknesses. Valerie has also kept up the French conversation and flowing wines on my terrace, where a large fig tree and pots of flowering lemons, blood oranges, limequats, key limes, and even a citron called Hand of Buddha provide my friends with endless hours of pleasant culinary inspiration. But the core of our talk surrounds vegetables. Before my guests eat, there is always a tour of the garden, wine glass in hand. The labels by each vegetable provide their names; I tell their stories.


  NOTE TO THE READER


  


  The vegetables in this book are arranged alphabetically by common name. In the index they are organized by type (such as tomatoes, peppers, etc.) as well as cross-referenced by family, genus, and species. In many cases the genetic origins of several categories of plants are known and are mentioned when appropriate. However, for the purposes of this book, the origins that follow the plant name refer to the country where that particular cultivar evolved over time or was intentionally created by commercial plant breeders.


  Finally, the culinary remarks that are part of many of the vegetable stories should not be treated as working recipes. They should be regarded as general outlines or suggestions illustrating possible ways to prepare and serve these delicious vegetables. Hopefully, you will be inspired to experiment and create your own versions.
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  100 VEGETABLES


  


  and Where They Came From


  AJI DULCE PEPPER


  [ Venezuela ]


  


  BOTANICAL NAME: Capsicum chinense


  FAMILY: Solanaceae
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  Aji is the South American word for pepper. Dulce means “sweet” but aji dulce (pronounced AH-hee DOOL-say) possesses two broader meanings, for it is both a variety and a type of pepper. On the one hand, aji dulce can be any one of a number of sweet peppers, and depending on the country where one lives the word may be used interchangeably with aji morrón, morrón, aji colorado dulce, and many other regional variations. This can make reading South American cookbooks a challenge, even for Spanish-speaking readers.


  However, in Venezuela, aji dulce means only one thing. It is a native variety of Capsicum chinense that is closely related to the so-called habañero peppers now scattered throughout the Caribbean, but sans the infamous heat. For those who are tired of hot pepper overkill and the sensation of fiery lava flowing through the body, aji dulce comes to the rescue. Best of all, it possesses that unique smoky flavor found in its hottest cousins.


  
    [image: Image] Don’t forget to grind a few peppers to add to Bloody Marys— every gardener deserves a break from hard work now and then.

  


  The history of this pepper is obscure, but since wild peppers are naturally hot this variety must have developed as a landrace over the years among farmers by simple selection of seed from milder and milder fruits. Landrace is a term commonly employed to describe noncommercial or “backyard” varieties that have been under cultivation for a very long time. They are the real ingredients of peasant cookery and often provide regional cookeries with their distinctive flavors. In Venezuela, aji dulce is now one of the cornerstones of the national cuisine, and seed is available from a number of firms here in the United States.


  The fruit of aji dulce can be used green or ripe, and it can be seeded and frozen for use over the winter, a technique that also preserves its rich flavor much better than drying. The Venezuelans commonly use aji dulce in preparing hallacas, a mixture of meat, peppers, raisins, almonds, capers, olives, and yellow cornmeal that is steamed or boiled in plantain leaves. This rich and delicious dish is normally served at Christmas. Hallacas flavored with aji dulce made its debut in North America at the 1939 New York World’s Fair, and like the apricot tomato (page 14) it proved wildly popular.


  I employ the pepper to flavor a hearty Paraguayan dish called sooyosopig or sopa paraguaya. It is made by stewing chopped meat, chopped onions, chopped peppers, and chopped tomatoes in water. Rice is added to thicken it. Similar rice-and-meat stews are made in other parts of South America, but none of them attain the wonderful character of sooyosopig made with Venezuelan ajíes dulces.


  All of the chinense species of pepper are slow growing, and many of them prefer semishade. Gardeners who want to grow large quantities of aji dulce, or just one in a pot for occasional eating, will do themselves a huge favor by digging up the peppers in the fall, pruning them severely, and then overwintering them in a cool, dry environment. This will mimic the tropical dry season when the peppers are naturally dormant. The following year, once they are reestablished in the garden, the peppers will yield huge crops all season long and can be picked as needed. And don’t forget to grind a few to add to Bloody Marys—every gardener deserves a break from hard work now and then.


  AJI LIMÓN PEPPER


  [ Bolivia and Peru ]


  


  BOTANICAL NAME: Capsicum baccatum, var. pendulum


  FAMILY: Solanaceae
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  There is a certain faction in this country, notably in New Mexico, that insists on calling peppers “chiles.” This is perhaps influenced by Mexican ways of categorizing peppers, and maybe also by a tad of gringo commercial chauvinism, because the rest of Spanish America does not view peppers in quite this way. South of Panama, peppers are aji (and Chile refers only to a long, narrow country west of Argentina). North of Panama, in Latin American nations like Honduras or Nicaragua, the word chile is not as broad in meaning as it is farther north in Mexico but instead denotes only the hot peppers. So there is no warning at all in aji limón that this little yellow lemon-flavored pod from the western slopes of the Andes mountains is nothing short of an Inca hand grenade. It is a blast of heat and flavor that makes one of the most distinctive salsas in the Western Hemisphere. I am not exaggerating.


  The Peruvian original is a sweet but hot yellow salsa that includes mango, generous quantities of aji limón, and mustard. I make my own salsa de aji limón and do not fail to add a little lime basil and desert tarragon. However it is prepared, this fragrant pepper has a rich piquant flavor that matches well with fish, white wines, ceviche (fish marinades), and indeed with any foods that blend nicely with lemon flavors or that themselves have a citrusy taste. Those flavor combinations should be kept in mind when cooking with this pepper. But cooking with aji limón also means wearing gloves, and breathing the cooking fumes can be deadly, so caution is recommended.


  
    [image: Image] This little yellow lemon-flavored pod from the western slopes of the Andes mountains is nothing short of an Inca hand grenade.

  


  We may wonder how it was that the indigenous peoples of the high Andes took pleasure in eating food that was so excruciatingly spicy, but whatever the case aji limón predates the Spanish conquest of Peru and belongs to a species of pepper that has been under cultivation in that region at least since 400 B.C. The speakers of Quechua, the ancient language of the Incas, do not call it aji but rather uchu, a word that adds an additional layer of regional and dialect names for this pepper.


  Aji limón is actually one of a triumvirate of baccatum peppers that form the cornerstone of indigenous Peruvian cuisine. It is found in local markets along with a pinkish, orange-yellow pepper called aji amarillo (or aji Cusqueño, meaning “Cuzco pepper”) and a long, wrinkly mildly hot green pepper called aji escabeche since this latter pepper is used primarily in ceviche. The amarillo, which is normally sold dried, possesses a rich peach or apricot flavor and losses much of its heat when cooked; the escabeche ripens red and actually acquires a sweet taste that is quite pleasant. Aji limón just gets hotter and more concentrated as it cooks.


  All three of these Andean peppers are perennial in their native habitat and can be grown in pots or tubs in North America. They develop woody trunks that can be pruned and shaped into small bushes that are quite ornamental when the fruit is ripening. The aji limón plant, however, is small, rarely growing more than two feet tall, so it is even better adapted to container culture than the others. The plants can be brought indoors to overwinter and can be maintained this way for many years.


  The fruit of aji limón is also small, about three inches long, flat, tapered to a point, and somewhat three-sided. The pepper is well named because it ripens to a brilliant, glowing lemon yellow. The pods, which hang in clusters of two or three, come on in such an abundance that the plants are likely to fall over unless they are staked. But one or two plants are plenty for one family because the salsa goes a very long way.


  ALL-RED POTATO


  [ United States ]


  


  BOTANICAL NAME: Solanum tuberosum


  FAMILY: Solanaceae
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  Many heirloom potatoes were created by regular folks in backyard gardens, and their homey appeal never seems to wane. I can think of Purple Cow Horn, a wonderful baking potato which came out of a New Hampshire garden about 1905, and such perennially popular multicolored varieties as Candy Stripe, a sport or mutant that David Ronninger of Moyie Springs, Idaho, discovered in a patch of Red LaSodas in 1983. My all-time favorite, however, is All-Red, also known as Cranberry Red.


  This is a really big midseason potato, with tall robust plants about eighteen to twenty-two inches high, big dark green leaves resembling those of the famous Brandywine tomato, and what must be one of the largest and handsomest lilac purple flowers found on any potato. It is tempting to grow it just for the flowers, except that the plant needs lots of space, and the best part comes when it dies. Underneath the ground is a veritable cache of huge red tubers, some weighing more than half a pound. What makes All-Red so special is its color, inside and out.


  The genes that control color in potatoes also have an unhappy side effect: dark skins or dark flesh are sometimes so bitter from traces of glycoalkaloids that the potato is truly unpleasant to eat. This is especially true of wild potatoes, which use these toxins as protection against wild animals that might eat them. Developing a bitterless red potato, one that is red-fleshed, has been one of those much discussed goals of potato enthusiasts for quite a while. Granted, for a long time Americans only wanted white potatoes, but interest in exotic vegetables and potatoes of many colors has put the discussion of an all-red sort out in front.


  It took a lot of careful selecting to find a potato that would hold its red color when cooked and not taste bitter. All-Red passed the test and borrowed its name from All-Blue, a somewhat smaller blue-fleshed potato that is commonly seen in upscale markets. All-Blue was developed as a “marker” potato, which growers planted in potato fields to show where one variety stopped and the other began so that they would not become mixed during digging. All-Red is of a somewhat more noble origin.


  All-Red was developed by Robert Lobitz, an avid breeder of plants in Paynesville, Minnesota. In the course of our correspondence, Lobitz explained that his All-Red was a seedling of a popular breeding potato called Bison and that he was the person who gave his creation its original name. After he released it to the public through Seed Savers Exchange in about 1984, the potato was picked up by several seed companies and sold under the name Cranberry Red. Cranberry Red and All-Red are indeed the same potato, although Cranberry Red as a name may have slightly more marketing appeal. The new label might seem entirely appropriate since the skin of the potato is a rich cranberry and, like the French potato Roseval, rather startling in intensity when it first comes out of the ground. Raw, the flesh of All-Red is a powder pink. When steamed, it deepens to a pale beet rose, which looks terrific in potato salads. The flavor is rich, like English walnuts, and fulsome, even a bit earthy. Walnut oil in the salad dressing is a perfect match and a good way to enhance the flavor.


  
    [image: Image] Raw, the flesh of All-Red is a powder pink. When steamed, it deepens to a pale beet rose, which looks terrific in potato salads.

  


  Another nice way to cook All-Red is to cut up the potatoes into thin slices. Sauté some chopped onions with olive oil or butter in a large skillet or sauté pan and when they are soft, add the potatoes. When the potatoes begin to brown, add some chicken stock or well-flavored vegetable stock, white wine, chopped green onions, and minced rosemary. Cover and cook for about ten minutes or until the potatoes are tender, then add salt and pepper and serve with grated cheese sprinkled over the top. Your guests will salute you!


  All-Red itself is a culinary salute to the determination of growers like Robert Lobitz who create wonderful new things for the common good without remuneration. In a world where all things seem measured in terms of money, All-Red remains a testimony to a higher opposing value. What Robert Lobitz did not know when he sent his creation out into the world is that his potato is also one of the most drought-resistant varieties around. It has been known to yield an embarrassment of riches even when it does not rain for two months. Farmers who lost everything in hybrid soybeans might want to look more carefully into potatoes like All-Red, and home gardeners who appreciate excellent food will not want to be without it. I still wish Robert had called it something more poetic like Minnehaha or Chippewa Rose. No matter, it’s the taste that counts.


  ALMA PEA


  [ Sweden ]


  


  BOTANICAL NAME: Pisum sativum


  FAMILY: Fabaceae
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  There is a pea called Alma and it is Swedish. My friend and fellow seedsman Peter Erlandsson of Tullinge, Sweden, acquired this rare pea in 1998. It was found in Västergötland, where it had been raised as a manor house variety since the 1870s. The discoverer, an acquaintance of Erlandsson’s, named the pea after a member of her family, since the original name was lost. The critical point is that this is a manor house variety, not a common farm pea, for it exhibits all of the characteristics of an extremely fine marrowfat pea, the sort of sweet, creamy shelling peas that are best when only slightly poached. Alma must have provided an elegant touch to many a fine meal in that neighborhood of rural Sweden.


  The pods of this pea are the same shape and size as McLean’s Blue Peter, although Blue Peter is a dwarf and Alma’s vines are about five feet tall. Dr. Allan McLean, of Colchester, England, was a breeder of marrowfat peas during the 1850s and 1860s and is remembered by horticulturists for a number of successful varieties. These included the Paradise Marrow which became even more famous in France under the name Champion of Paris. I mention the McLean connection because it is entirely possible that one of his peas reached Sweden and then under the selective hand of a manor gardener further evolved into the distinctive pea now called Alma.


  
    [image: Image] There are often eight peas in one pod and the pods themselves are so sweet that they can be boiled to make soup stock.

  


  Alma’s distinctiveness is indeed easy to spot, for there are often eight peas in one pod and the pods themselves are so sweet that they can be boiled to make soup stock. Another good feature of Alma is that it is an excellent variety adapted to Northern climates, especially in regions where winter thaws and rushes headlong into early summer. Thinking ahead to other vegetables mentioned in this book, such as the Russian white lentil bean called Ekaterinoslav (page 76) or the succulent Teltow turnips (page 234), it is possible to construct a perfectly magnificent dinner around such distinctive flavors, perhaps with a little Chopin in the background to start the schnapps flowing—on second thought, make that a very old bottle of Nyköpings Brännvin.


  The perfect Swedish touch would be to serve crayfish with the peas. Poached in porter heavily flavored with dill and Zwollsche Krul (page 287), the crayfish may be served en buisson—manor style—hung ornamentally on a tiered silver stand so that they come to the table in the form of a tree. This will aim the meal in the right direction with the Ekaterinoslav beans served as a bisque garnished with caviar. The perfumed sweetness of the Alma peas will pervade the room, and dinner guests will gladly volunteer to return the next day to help pick more.


  APRICOT TOMATO


  [ Ecuador ]


  


  BOTANICAL NAME: Solanum quitoense


  FAMILY: Solanaceae
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  Try taking fresh apricots and yellow tomatoes and cooking them to make jam. This combination creates a rather sultry tropical flavor that adds an unusual culinary dimension to the palate. This essentially is what it is like to eat a naranjilla (pronounced naran-HE-ya), as apricot tomatoes are commonly known in South America. The Spanish name naranjilla means “little orange,” but in fact there is little resemblance, except perhaps in color. Most apricot tomatoes are fuzzy, so they seem to have more in common with the physical appearance of a kiwi fruit than with an orange. On the other hand, the inner meat is tart, which is probably the reason it is likened to sour oranges. If they are like sour oranges, then they ought to make good marmalade. They do. But imagine mixing them with mangoes and aji limón (page 4) to make an exquisitely flavored salsa for venison or beef. This is a vegetable that can be treated like a fruit in many of the same ways that we use common garden tomatoes.


  
    [image: Image] South Americans have long used the spiny stems of the apricot tomato in folk remedies for hypertension.

  


  The Incas of South America were well aware of this culinary specialty centuries ago and called the plant llullu in their native Quechua, a word meaning “tender or soft”—the same word they used for tomatoes. Quechua llullu became lulo in Spanish, the common term used in Colombia today for apricot tomatoes. The Incas did not cultivate apricot tomatoes as much as gather them from the wild, for this is a plant that thrives in the jungle. It grows anywhere from six to ten feet tall and produces fruit continuously for about three years. Because of its small size, large, furry leaves, and purple stems, the apricot tomato makes an ideal potted plant for the terrace, both as an ornamental and for its fruits. In fact, tree tomatoes (Cyphomandra betacea) and nipple fruit (Solanum mammosum) can be grafted to apricot tomatoes to yield a spectacular three-way ornamental. Just picture tree tomatoes with their large, fluffy leaves and fruit resembling small red persimmons side by side with nipple fruit, an eggplant with yellow fruit that is shaped like a cow’s udder. All of this on one bush!


  South Americans have long used the spiny stems of the apricot tomato and its close cousin, the cocona (Solanum sessiliflorum), in folk remedies for hypertension. The fruits of both are common in farm markets throughout the Andes. Yet North Americans were not introduced to the apricot tomato until the 1939 New York World’s Fair. The Ecuadoran exhibit served it as juice, the most common way of eating it, but importation was later banned due to the danger of fruit flies. The imported fruit did not fare well in any case because it lost flavor when transported in ships. Since the 1970s it has been possible to ship by air and there are numerous plantations in southern Florida.


  Many American gardeners grow apricot tomatoes in tubs and in spite of the claim that the plant needs twelve hours of sunlight to set fruit, the plants will indeed yield a crop if they begin to flower by mid-June. Even if the quantity of fruit is small when grown in a tub—perhaps no more than fifteen or twenty per plant, the large rose-pink flowers, the furry purple stems, the pinkish cast to all parts of the plant, not to mention the fuzzy bright orange fruit, all conspire to make this one of the handsomest vegetables for the terrace.


  ARRAN VICTORY POTATO


  [ Scotland ]


  


  BOTANICAL NAME: Solanum tuberosum


  FAMILY: Solanaceae
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  Arran is the name of an island with deep red soil off the southwest coast of Scotland. Arran in the Scottish language refers to this red color. It is an ancient place where Celtic roots run down to the bedrock and where local myths hang heavy on the rich sea air. This is an island where kelp is thrown on the fields to enrich the land and where the aroma of kippered herrings is likely to greet early morning visitors to any one of the small fishing villages that dot the landscape. This is also the adoptive home of the world’s finest potatoes.


  More accurate, it is the neighborhood around the small town of Lamlash on the Isle of Arran that has given us Arran Victory and, indeed, a very long list of other tuberous treasures. Like Arran Victory, these other treasures were the product of a Scotsman turned potato genius who devoted his life to breeding new and very distinctive varieties. His name was Donald Mackelvie (1867–1947) and he is looked upon as someone like a Luther Burbank by potato enthusiasts the world over. Many potato collectors grow excited over the startling beauty of Eureka Purple, but Eureka’s charm is all in the skin. Arran Victory is softer in color, somewhat round, and smooth. It has been called a connoisseur’s potato, and on that point it has few rivals.


  
    [image: Image] These potatoes are enveloped in a skin that can only be described as delicate lilac. When they come fresh from the ground, the color is so intense that they resemble candy imitations.

  


  Mackelvie bred Arran Victory in 1912 using Sutton’s Abundance (an English variety) as one of its parents, but it was not released commercially until 1918 because of the First World War. This is a potato that prefers cool, moist ground like its Arran homeland. It is not a potato for the American South. In shape, it is rather blocky, more square than oval, and richly endowed with flesh as snowy white as its flower. The flavor is incomparable, for a bowl of these small steamed potatoes will fill an entire dining room with rich aroma. As though that were not enough, Arran Victory is enveloped in a skin that can only be described as delicate lilac. When the potatoes come fresh from the ground, the color is so intense that they resemble candy imitations. They make such a gaudy show, it seems criminal to cook them.


  I suppose that is the sort of victory Mackelvie wanted to hold over potato lovers. But the real victory was the end of the war in 1918, so in essence his is a potato whose name is a salute to peace and a culinary victory all in one. There are Scots who say that some potatoes are improved after cooking with a tiny sprinkling of white wine. Arran Victory wants scotch, something peaty like Sheep Dip. It stands by itself. That is why I am inclined to believe that serious potato lovers will agree with me in calling Arran Victory the ultimate potato.


  BANANA SHALLOT OR CUISSE DE POULET


  [ France ]


  


  BOTANICAL NAME: Allium cepa


  FAMILY: Alliaceae
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  Anumber of years ago I acquired a small but long, red heirloom shallot from the former East German government’s botanical collection at Gatersleben, Germany. This is a collection known internationally for its rare alliums, so the arrival of that anonymous shallot, marked simply Allium 596 (its accession number), was awaited with considerable excitement on my part. What struck me was its distinct thumblike shape, and this eventually led me on a quest to discover all that I could about this unusual class of long, narrow shallot.


  I say unusual, because most shallots are more or less round or tear shaped. Yet herbals from the 1600s sometimes show long, narrow onions or shallots, and almost all of the texts agree that the form originated in Spain. Although its true age is hazy, it is safe to presume that the so-called banana-shaped shallot was a recognizable type by the 1500s. Regardless of its Spanish origins, this shallot achieved its highest development in France, for the French have embraced the shallot in their cookery more enthusiastically than any other cuisine.


  Some old French garden books refer to these shallots as oignons piriformes, “pear-shaped” or “spindle-shaped” onions. This may seem confusing, but from a botanical standpoint, shallots and onions belong to the same species, so they are basically different forms of the same thing. There were also numerous colors and sizes, perhaps the most impressive being the five- to six-inch-long spindle-shaped white onions of Spain and the long, red Oignon Corne de Boeuf (bull horn onion) of France.


  Those two onions, which are true onions and not considered shallots, can be traced to the seventeenth century and may originally have served the medicinal purpose of acting against contagion when worn around the neck. They fit neatly between the bosoms and do not possess the rank smell of larger bulbs. Furthermore, they make elegant tarts in the old style, for they can be sliced in half lengthwise and laid in rows like plums in pastry and baked thus. Honey, figs, Florence fennel, even some sweetened quinces can be intermingled with these onions for a most exquisite little pie. Which brings me to the red-skinned shallot called Eschalote Cuisse de Poulet du Poitou. That is its full name in French.


  The Cuisse de Poulet (prounounced kuees deh poo-LAY, literally “chicken thigh”) was bred by crossing shallots with long onions like Corne de Boeuf, thus creating a new class of very large, long shallot that some French seedsmen have begun to dub échalions by combining two words éschalote and oignon. This can only be translated as scallions. But English already uses the word scallion in a different sense; it generally refers to a green or spring onion. The true meaning of scallion, however, is a spring shallot (with greens). The term scallion itself is a corruption of Ascalon, the ancient Phoenician city in modern Israel that is said to be the place of origin of the shallot. In any event the British invented the name Banana shallot as their moniker for this bulb. In fact, every time this delightful shallot has crossed a national border, it has acquired yet one more appellation. How did the French take a bull horn onion to create a chicken-thigh shallot shaped like a banana? Dare I add that this shallot is also called Zébrune and that in America we call it Frogs Legs? It is time to rest the brain over a glass of wine.
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  Truth of the matter is, the clever market gardeners of Poitou, the same creators of a famous yellow leek, the Jaune du Poitou (page 117), carefully coddled the Cuisse de Poulet into existence over a long period of time, at least 150 years. Its plump red flesh and rich flavor are now legendary. When I inquired of a chic London green grocer, who was selling his Banana shallots for a price comparable to some rare tropical fruit, how it was that they were more precious than the Griselle shallot (page 109), the response was somewhat stony. I was advised that these shallots were the latest thing from Paris. I visualized the breathless rapture of those with inner keys to the best tables in the Guide Michelin. Movie stars must be wearing them again against the pox and plague. On the wall behind him hung a row of large color plates of vegetables reproduced from the famous Album Vilmorin. There, as luck would have it, illustrated in full color and to natural scale, was a prize specimen of oignon poire, alias Banana shallot, alias Cuisse de Poulet. I pointed out that the picture was dated 1852.


  BEAUTY OF HEBRON POTATO


  [ United States ]


  


  BOTANICAL NAME: Solanum tuberosum


  FAMILY: Solanaceae


  [image: Image]


  If there is poetry in a name and the poetry of flavor can carry it off, then Beauty of Hebron has both. An avid potato collecting friend of mine once permitted me the delightful challenge of browsing through her tuberarium, a good wine in one hand, a fat notebook in the other. It was like being at a fair where all the exhibits were new; the eye could not take it all in, especially when there were close to two hundred varieties of potato of every imaginable color and shape. Beauty of Hebron, however, did catch my eye. It is a name that is not easily missed or forgotten. But no one knows today exactly how the potato acquired this unusual label—whether it was named for the ancient city of Hebron, the burial place of Abraham and other biblical patriarchs, or whether it alludes to Hebron, New York, a small town near the Vermont border where the developer of Beauty of Hebron maintained some potato fields in the 1870s.


  Beauty of Hebron is an American heirloom. Its fame in the nineteenth century was legendary, and its lineage is indeed fascinating. The original variety was released commercially by New York seedsman Peter Henderson in 1878, who bought rights from its developer, Albert Bresee. Bresee’s Beauty of Hebron had smooth skin tinged with rose pink around the eyes. His potato was a seedling of an older dark rose variety called Garnet Chili, developed in 1853 by the Reverend Chauncey E. Goodrich, a Utica, New York, theologian with a well-known penchant for spuds. When potatoes flower, they produce berries that contain seeds that look very much like tomato seeds. When the seeds are planted they create new varieties of potatoes, since they rarely grow true to their parent. Goodrich knew this, and that is how he developed Garnet Chili, which became an instant hit due to its beautiful color and resistance to blight. What Bresee did was take a good thing and create a new generation of classic potatoes from it.
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  Albert Bresee lived in Hubbardton, Vermont, but he did some of his developmental work on potatoes in small communities on both sides of the New York–Vermont border. He was the breeder who created Early Rose, another famous heirloom potato which traces to a seed ball of Garnet Chili in 1861. Luther Burbank used Bresee’s Early Rose to develop his now famous Burbank potato. I mention all of this potato genealogy simply to point out that so many of the heirlooms we grow today are actually closely related “families” or groups that share similar genetic material.


  I grow all of the heirloom potatoes just mentioned because I enjoy their fascinating histories and old-fashioned flavor. Although Garnet Chili still stands out for its physical beauty and exquisite taste, Beauty of Hebron pulls out ahead of the rest because it is a large, vigorous potato, tall like All-Red (page 7), and a prolific bloomer with waxy white flowers. It is also quite early; a first crop potato is ready in sixty to eighty days after planting. In my garden it can be dug in early July if planted in March, just in time to avoid the worst of the summer’s heat and humidity. This is an important point, since humid weather often introduces blights that can adversely effect potatoes no matter how blight resistant they are supposed to be.


  I also raise both strains of Beauty of Hebron, but it is the more recent white one that I think most people will enjoy growing. For one thing, it is more readily available than the original pink-eyed Beauty of 1878. This white strain is a mutant with yellow-white skin. It became popular in the 1880s under the commercial names Early Puritan and White Hebron. In England it is called Duke of Albany. The tubers are large, weighing anywhere from six to ten ounces. It is best steamed or boiled and makes an excellent potato salad. Best of all it is a heavy yielder.


  BIRETTA VERMELHA PEPPER


  [ Brazil ]


  


  BOTANICAL NAME: Capsicum baccatum


  FAMILY: Solanaceae


  [image: Image]


  B iretta vermelha (pronounced bee-RETTA fer-MAY-ha) is a name that refers to this pepper’s shape: the four-cornered red hat or cap worn by cardinals and other high officials of the Catholic Church. In England it is called Nepalese Bell and Himalayan Red in reference to its bell-like appearance, particularly the bells found in Buddhist temples. In France it goes by the name Chapeau de Frade (friar’s cap). It is called Orchid pepper by some American seedsmen who think it resembles a flower. It is called Peri-Peri in Portugal, but piri-piri (from which it is derived) is simply the word for pepper in Swahili. This Tower of Babel in terms of the pepper’s popular names has developed only in the late twentieth century, because when I first acquired seed from Brazil in the early 1980s, it had no “official” name other than what the locals called it in southwest Brazil and other localities where it was grown. In fact, in U.S. Department of Agriculture collections, it was nothing more than a number. As names go, Peri-Peri is perhaps the most exotic, but biretta vermelha is certainly the most poetic.


  Pepper expert Dr. Jean Andrews confirmed the species for me in 1994, and once we established that this was indeed a baccatum (there are chinense species that resemble it in shape), it was an easy matter to bring all the similar baccatums together and grow them for comparison. The species is critical here for several reasons, the most important of which is that it can be grown among peppers of a different species for seed-saving purposes, since they will not cross. The other is that baccatums in general are more cold tolerant than most peppers and therefore can be grown in regions where the summer nights are chilly, such as New England. This particular pepper is also frost resistant; it has gone unscathed in my garden even at 28°F. But like the tropical chinense and frutescens species, the baccatums are also slow to fruit. They bear much more abundantly the second year, which is why they ought to be dug up in the fall and over wintered in pots.
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  The best part of these peppers is the flavor. The unusual shape naturally causes comment, but it is the taste that is most surprising. The unripe fruits are fleshy and imbued with the distinct flavor of hops blossoms, a sort of sweet, grassy taste that is quite different from the common bell pepper. There is also a slight hint of heat around the seeds. When the fruit ripens to its bright carmine red, the fruit becomes even sweeter. Some plants produce pods that are mildly hot; others have pods where the heat is fully absent. Individual pods are sometimes three inches in diameter, although I have seen some much larger than that. They can be stuffed and baked, dried for use over the winter, or eaten raw in salads. I think they are best in stews like a thick, spicy vatapá (an Afro-Brazilian dish of shrimp and grated coconut), or in any of the môlhos bahianos (Bahia-style sauces) that employ peppers, lime juice, dendě oil, and copious amounts of local potherbs.


  BLACK PINDAR PEANUT


  [ United States ]


  


  BOTANICAL NAME: Arachis hypogaea


  FAMILY: Leguminosae


  [image: Image]


  Are peanuts vegetables? Think of them as bush peas with pods that form underground. Like garden peas, the green pods of peanuts as well as the green seeds, can be boiled and eaten like any other vegetable. But imagine cracking open a peanut shell and discovering that the peanuts inside are covered with pitch black skins. Not only that, the flavor is intense, nutty, and much richer than peanut butter. Black peanuts are part of the culinary history of the American South, an heirloom variety long associated with African American kitchen gardens. In reality, all peanuts originated from South America, where funerary art from Peru proves that they have been under cultivation for at least two thousand years. Southern blacks call peanuts pindars, from mpinda, a word of West African origin originally applied to bambaras (page 270), thus keeping alive a psychological connection with their Old World homeland.


  Exactly when the peanut entered the agriculture of the Old South has been much debated. Certainly it was here by the eighteenth century, and there were black ones as well as those with the reddish skins we know today. My black-seed peanuts came from Seagrove, North Carolina, one of the localities where these peanuts have been cultivated for a very long time. Contrary to another popular misconception, peanuts are not difficult to grow. In fact, the black ones are downright prolific.
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  The black peanut is known throughout Latin America as cacahuete negro, cacahuete being a word for peanut in one of the native languages of Brazil. This is also the word for peanut in French. Plants that yield black-skinned peanuts produce a quantity of purple-or violet-skinned ones too, and these are called cacahuete morado in Latin America. The black ones, however, have played a special role throughout the African American diaspora because they have taken the place of black bambaras or groundnuts, which in Africa are viewed as potent male aphrodisiacs. The color, the similarity of the bambara plant to peanuts (refer to the Zimbabwe Red bambara on page 270), and the high yields of each plant probably worked together convincingly to fortify this deep-seated belief.


  The peanut has undergone a curious evolution in African diet because it was not known in all parts of Africa at the same time. Indeed, its introduction into some regions was very late. For example, the French introduced it into the Gambia River basin of Senegal in the nineteenth century for the sole purpose of extracting peanut oil as a substitute for olive oil in making soap. Due to the French success by the 1840s, the British then planted peanuts in their own African colonies, and so the peanut gradually replaced the bambara or groundnut in traditional African fare.


  A traditional African method for preparing black pindars was to roast and then grind them to meal. This was then mixed with corn and chopped taro stems to make a thick pudding. To put a southside Virginia twist on this, mix the peanut meal with pureed corn and then cook this with pureed Pumpkin Yam sweet potatoes (page 185). Add beaten eggs and some bourbon whiskey; then bake and serve with fried chicken. If the preacher starts howling at the moon, we will know for sure that the black pindars are taking over.


  BLACK TARO


  [ India ]


  


  BOTANICAL NAME: Colocasia esculenta


  FAMILY: Araceae


  [image: Image]


  The genetic homeland of taro is thought to be northern India, although today there are no surviving wild ancestors. This plant has been under cultivation for over two thousand years and has been reproduced by division of its bulblike fleshy stem (called a corm) for so long that some varieties rarely flower. It is an ideal vegetable for tropical soils too wet for sweet potatoes, although it can be grown in well-drained loam provided it is kept well watered. Americans and Canadians are doubtless most familiar with taro under the name Elephant Ear plant, which is sold as a popular ornamental or as the main ingredient in Hawaiian poi, a ferment paste. In fact, the Hawaiian word luau refers to the blanched edible stems of taro.


  Taro had spread from India westward into Egypt by the Ptolomaic period. Pliny, the ancient Roman historian, referred to it as the arum of the Egyptians, and about the same time (circa 100 A.D.) taro is mentioned in a Chinese dictionary. From Egypt the cultivation of taro spread to Cyprus, southern Italy, and Spain. From Spain it was taken to the New World; Christopher Columbus is sometimes credited with its introduction. As taro spread from one region to the next, various colors emerged. Thus there are today tubers with white, parchment, yellow, pink, magenta, and purple flesh. When cooked, most of them hold their unique coloration.
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  It is worth noting that the black taro of Malaysia (Alocasia plumbea, also written Alocasia atropurpea) yields stems and leaves that contain toxins that render them unsafe for consumption. These toxins will cause a violent prickling sensation in the mouth and throat, as though one is choking on pins, so it is very important when growing taro for culinary purposes that the correct genus and species is determined. The black taro of Malaysia is planted mostly as an ornamental, for which it is eminently suitable. Victorian gardeners were particularly fond of it as an accent plant.


  However, the edible black taro is special for two reasons. Its tubers, which are prepared much like a potato, are normally purple. The leaves and stems are a deep, dark reddish black and make quite a show among other garden plants. One of the most beautiful of the edible varieties is the semiaquatic Uahiapele from Hawaii, which is also sold under the name Black Magic and Jet Black Wonder. It makes delightful poi. In the tropics, its dark purple leaf stalks and young leaves are much sought after for cookery. In Southeast Asia, they are normally poached in water salted with fish sauce and make an interesting visual accent for stir-fries. Actually, they are much more than an accent because the greens, like the tubers themselves, are rich in iron and vitamin C, even after cooking.


  In India, where taro is one of the mainstays of the tropical south, it is widely used to make dumplings and numerous vegetarian preparations. However, my favorite way to prepare black taro is in callaloo, the famous pepperpot soup from Trinidad. The deep purple tubers of black taro mixed with the pale pink ones of rose dasheen (a Trinidad variety of taro) plus a generous helping of fresh crab meat, red okra, coconut milk, lime juice and hot, hot peppers make the most delicious and zesty reminder on a cold winter day that far to the south, within view of brilliant white beaches, black taro is bobbing in lush abundance in the dappled shade of a flowering bread-fruit tree.


  BUENA MULATA PEPPER


  [ Latin America ]


  


  BOTANICAL NAME: Capsicum annuum


  FAMILY: Solanaceae


  [image: Image]


  Some peppers have exotic names and mysterious origins. Buena Mulata (pronounced boo-WAY-nah moo-LAH-ta) cropped up in my grandfather’s collection like an eye-spinning Carmen Miranda, a visual Mardi Gras all to itself—and such a party it is! American folk artist Horace Pippin found the pepper for my grandfather in the 1930s. Although no one knows exactly where it came from, oral history places it in Nicaragua. My guess is that the key lies in the Spanish name (buena mulata means “jolly mulatto woman” — I envision her selling peppers in a marketplace) and an ancestral line leading back into Latin America.


  The pod colors are sensational, undergoing the same color changes as the commercial pepper Aurora, but much showier. They start out deep eggplant purple, then shift to salmon, then to orange, brown, and finally bright red. All those colors on one bush are certain to attract attention, which is one reason why this pepper makes such a remarkable ornamental. Yet its best uses are in colorful salsas and in one of the secret flavoring ingredients of Nicaraguan cookery: vinagre de buena mulata. This flavorful spicy herb vinegar, made with white wine vinegar, Buena Mulata peppers, garlics, and cilantro, is a delightful addition to soups, sauces, and dressings. It is also good in marinades for goat.
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  German botanist Leonhard Fuchs illustrated a similar pepper called Long Indian Pepper in his famous 1542 plant book De historia stirpium. His pepper has the same long, dangling, narrow pods as Buena Mulata, but the pods ripen green to red. They are also the same color and shape as the heirloom Goat Pepper preserved by Seed Savers Exchange’s Heritage Farm and said to originate from an old plant collection in North Carolina. One of the other peppers in Fuch’s book ripens from black to red, so we may assume that such color shifting must have existed since pre-Columbian times. Buena Mulata is probably a selected strain of this type of mutation, a real pepper mulatto in its robust blend of colors and a true rainbow of flavors as well.


  CARDON DE TOURS CARDOON


  [ France ]


  


  BOTANICAL NAME: Cynara cardunculus


  FAMILY: Asteraceae


  [image: Image]


  Cardoons are first cousins to the artichoke. The English name, like its French equivalent cardon, derives from the old Latin name cardunculus, which means “little thistle.” This makes better sense when we consider that cordoons are simply thistles eaten when young and tender. The Cardon de Tours (pronounced car-DOHN deh TOOR) is perhaps one of the most famous of all the historical varieties. Certainly it is among one of the most ornamental. Its stems, young leaves, and even its carrotlike root are endowed with a flavor that is unique. During the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries the English were especially fond of this vegetable, at least in genteel circles that advocated Continental cuisine. For example, in the 1685 edition of Robert May’s Accomplisht Cook there is a delightful recipe for minced boiled capon stuffed back into its own skin and ornamented (“finely strewed”) with pieces of poached cardoon. This is not peasant fare.


  Since the eighteenth century, the French and Italians have taken a special interest in the cultivation of cardoons and as a result, they have managed to develop a number of interesting varieties. The most common is Plein Blanc with long white stems and leaves; it is grown by many gardeners because it blanches readily. Rouge d’Alger was perfected in Algeria, but plants with similar red stems may be found in Renaissance paintings, so this beautiful coloration has existed for a long time. The red tint does not cook out unless a strong acid is added to the stock. The Vert de Vaulx is notable for its delicate, almost fern-like leaves and thus makes an excellent ornamental. The same may be said of Epineux Argenté, a Swiss variety with numerous silvery leaves that are highly indented and more thornless than most. It is also recommended for its flavor. The Gigante di Romagna of Italy is entirely thornless but requires a mild winter, for it is best when harvested in December.


  This brings me to the Cardon de Tours, the oldest of the varieties known in France and certainly the one most similar to the cardoon cooked by Robert May. This is the cardoon of Thomas Jefferson’s presidential table, since Jefferson grew it at Monticello. Even though Jefferson was a fancier of French cookery and fond of the way the French employed cardoons in recipes, he was not the first American to grow the Tours cardoon. It was planted in colonial America as early as the 1660s and appeared in kitchen gardens in New Orleans, Charleston, and Philadelphia early in the eighteenth century because it was a “thing of fashion.”


  This prickly cardoon is best depicted (and discussed in some detail) in Vilmorin-Andrieux’s classic The Vegetable Garden because even in the 1880s it was still preferred above all others by French chefs. The reason is simple: its flavor had not been surpassed. Because it is smaller and more thickly stemmed than the improved varieties, it is less apt to become hollow or pithy during dry spells. The Tours cardoon evolved from a landrace into its cultivated form during the early seventeenth century; that is, it was selected from wild plants and gradually improved by market gardeners. With so many ornamental cardoons now available, its thorny, rustic habit has more in common with its wild ancestors than with the modern varieties, but this is also the secret of its flavor. Furthermore, it is one of the hardiest cardoons I have grown, for it overwinters in my Pennsylvania garden when covered with straw. In the South it should be as easy to grow as a thistle.
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  Thomas Jefferson’s mode of preparing cardoons has not survived, although a Paris restaurant menu dating from 1808 listed cardoons as entremets (side dishes) served in béchamel sauce, fried in butter, served with Parmesan cheese, or done up in the Spanish style with plenty of lemons—all possibilities for his White House table. The Spanish are particularly agile with cardoon recipes, as the French will readily admit. I discovered the most tantalizing cardoon dishes in the 1916 cookbook classic of Spanish chef Manuel Puga y Parga (1874–1916), La cocina practica. There is a cardos al jugo (poached, sautéed stems in lemon sauce), cardos ensalada (cardoon salad with garlic and peppers), cardos en salsa blanca (poached cardoons in white sauce—a dish also favored by the English), and the most delicious of all, cardos en espeso de nueces (poached cardoons with walnut sauce). If a little walnut oil or hazelnut oil is sprinkled over cardoons, it will bring out a rich, almost trufflelike flavor that is a great complement to full-bodied red wines.


  CHENGDU GARLIC


  [ China ]


  


  BOTANICAL NAME: Allium sativum


  FAMILY: Alliaceae
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  The cookery of Szechuan and Hunan in western China is famous for its spicy heat. Carp or fried bean curd with hot bean sauce, Szechuan preserved vegetables, Hunan-style lamb with leeks—all of these delightful regional specialties call for quantities of garlic. In fact, the “leeks” used in the lamb dish just mentioned are quite often the greens of the flavorful Chengdu garlic (pronounced chon-DOO), which is one of the key local ingredients in the regional cookery centering on that ancient Chinese city. Its Mandarin name is da-suan, which means big garlic. The bulb of this garlic resembles most other garlics, but its leaves are broad and flat like the leaves of a leek. Furthermore, it is one of the earliest garlics to appear in the spring, so its young greens are relished as seasoning in Szechuan cooking or in the homey hot pots discussed under Dwarf Choy Sum on page 67.


  The Chinese have known about this variety of garlic for a long time, but it was not grown in this country until Dr. Dennis Merritti, curator of mammals at the Lincoln Park Zoo in Chicago, found it at a roadside market in Chengdu in 1996. He was in China on a mission to help save pandas, but he quickly recognized the value of such a horticultural find and generously shared it with John Swenson, an allium collector in Illinois, who in turn shared the garlic with me. Now the Chengdu garlic is everywhere. It is a soft-stemmed garlic that can be braided for hanging, and it has caused a sensation among garlic growers in the United States. Not only are the leaves flavorful and easily prepared like garlic chives, the garlic itself is rich and buttery and cooks somewhat sweet, never turning bitter as some garlics do when used in stir-fries.
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  I began growing some of the original garlics brought to this country and immediately discovered that the plant has preferences somewhat different from the more common garlics being grown here. For one thing, Chengdu garlic thrives best in sandy soil; the sandier the better. Furthermore, it must be planted on flat ground. If it is planted in ridges in areas where the winters are severe, most of the stock will rot in the ground. It strikes me that this is a garlic that might do well in the sandy coastal areas of the South and may achieve an enormous size if the conditions are right. Chengdu garlic has quickly become one of my favorite garlics, and for the connoisseur of fine Chinese cooking this is a garlic that deserves a special place in the pantry.


  CHIEFTAIN SAVOY CABBAGE


  [ United States ]


  


  BOTANICAL NAME: Brassica oleracea


  FAMILY: Brassicaceae
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  We call them savoys, the French call them choux de Milan, the Germans call them Wirsing. But one thing is clear: these are the sweetest and most delicate of all cabbages, and they have appeared in botanical books since the 1500s. Thus we have pictorial evidence that this type of cabbage has been held in high esteem for quite a long time. It is further necessary to understand that when it comes to savoys there are many gradations, from the violet blues of England’s Edwardian winter savoy called January King to the grass-green French summer savoy known as D’Aubervilliers. I mention these two heirlooms because they are still grown commercially over a hundred years after their introduction, and there is good reason for this: they are vegetable classics. To join their ranks I would nominate Chieftain, which won horticultural prizes in 1938 shortly after its initial introduction.


  Chieftain has the further distinction of performing a curious role in the war effort during the 1940s. Its patriotic name, with its Native American allusions, proved perfect service for the U.S. government in its ambitious plans to establish huge victory gardens in the temperate uplands of El Salvador, Honduras, and Nicaragua. It was all part of a complex master design to increase food for rubber plantation workers after the Japanese cut off rubber from Southeast Asia. The people of this part of Latin America eat very little lettuce because the climate is too hot, but they consume vast quantities of cabbage. Chieftain, it seems, presented an ideal vegetable conscript for this call to service, and shortly after 1942 it was introduced into Latin America. Over time, it out-crossed with other cabbages grown by farmers in the region, so today the “native” cabbages raised in such garden spots as Nicaragua’s Matagalpa Highlands often display features inherited from Chieftain.
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  Chieftain is distinctly dark green and densely crinkled. Its flavor is mild and even improves after frost. This is a cabbage generally planted in June for late fall and early winter harvest (which coincides with the start of the dry season in Latin America). Thus, if D’Aubervilliers is planted in March for summer harvest, and January King is planted in August, it is possible to keep savoys in season all year round.


  But I tried something with Chieftain that I found even more remarkable. When planted in the spring, it will head up in July. If the heads are harvested so that the large outer leaves are left on the stumps, new heads will form by fall. It is thus possible then to take two crops from the same plants. If the stumps are large enough, they will produce several small heads resembling oversized Brussels sprouts. They are not only tender and sweet but are perfect when poached and served in saffron sauce with crunchy tubers called crosnes (Stachys affinis) and mussels. They can also be stewed with chestnuts or young fava beans. For a Latin American twist, shred the cabbage for salsa criolla campesina, the Nicaraguan sweet-and-sour mixture of tomatoes, onions, and sweet peppers. But for this you will need chiltomas, so read on.


  CHILTOMA PEPPERS


  [ Nicaragua ]


  


  BOTANICAL NAME: Capsicum annuum


  FAMILY: Solanaceae
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  The word chiltoma (pronounced cheel-TOE-ma) is a term of Nahuatl origin that combines two separate words into one: chil (pepper) and tomatl (tomatillo). In Nicaragua it is the specific word for any type of pepper that is sweet. This word is not used in other parts of Latin America and may have evolved among the native peoples of Nicaragua to designate peppers that were tomatillo shaped (squat or round), sweet tasting, or both. If this etymology is correct, then it may offer linguistic proof that the oldest sweet peppers evolved among the lakes and volcanoes of western Nicaragua or perhaps on the island of Ometepe in Lake Nicaragua, which has been a center of agricultural activity for several thousand years. The genetic homeland of a plant species is usually well marked by an abundance of biodiversity. It would follow that the chiltoma of Nicaragua may be found in many forms. This is truly the case, for there are only two species of peppers native to the country, the annuum and the frutescens.


  Nicaraguans of Spanish origin have been cooking with native chiltomas since the establishment of the old cities of Granada and Léon in 1524. In fact, much like the Mexicans, they have preserved a vast array of indigenous varieties, many of which predate Spanish conquest. Nicaraguans do not use a great deal of hot peppers in home cooking, but they have mastered the art of breeding sweet ones which come in a variety of beautiful shapes and flavors. The two most popular chiltomas are the Criolla de Cocina, a very wrinkled-podded variety, and Criolla de Tres Cantos, the three-sided pepper shown in the illustration. Another variety is simply called Chiltoma Grande on account of its huge size. It is long and pointed, a monster version of a popular garden pepper called Lipstick in the United States.
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  The demand for sweet peppers is huge in Nicaragua because they are used almost exclusively in preparing a popular salsa called salsa criolla campesina (peasant-style salsa), which appears in every Nicaraguan cookbook. This is a coarsely textured sweet-and-sour salsa made with thinly sliced onions, thinly sliced chiltomas, tomatoes, salt, sugar, and vinegar. It is generally served with grilled fish or chicken, along with a little shredded cabbage, and is considered one of the key condiments for the famous deep-fried guapote (a freshwater fish) of Tipitapa.


  CHINESE GIANT PEPPER


  [ United States ]


  


  BOTANICAL NAME: Capsicum annuum


  FAMILY: Solanaceae


  [image: Image]


  Not everything called Chinese comes from China. This “Chinese” pepper was introduced with great fanfare in 1900 by the old seed firm of W. Atlee Burpee. The Burpee seed catalog for 1902 crowed that “its enormous size will cause it to sell most readily,” and Rural New Yorker magazine fully concurred. The Chinese name refers to its color, a bright cinnabar red when ripe. It was bred for this handsome shade and huge size so that it would appeal to truck farmers and an American market enamored of monstrous vegetables. In its day Chinese Giant represented a major breakthrough in American cooking because it fit so comfortably into the white gravy cuisine promoted by home economics during that era.


  Chinese Giant also had the advantage of strong bushy plants capable of bearing the weight of large peppers. The fruit is blocky in shape, some four to five inches across at the stem end and about as long. Some growers at the time claimed that they had managed to produce peppers with fifteen-inch diameters, but to force such large pods from each plant it is necessary to thin the fruit clusters. The nice thing about Chinese Giant is its flavor, for it is one of the first truly sweet bell peppers fully free of heat (which is probably why it made such a sensation in women’s magazines of the day). Chinese Giant was originally bred to be a stuffing and salad pepper, and if one peruses the recipes of the early 1900s it is easy to spot an explosion of dishes using bell peppers in creative ways. We must thank W. Atlee Burpee for taking the lead in finding a pepper that appealed to the American palate. Chinese Giant is indeed a classic of its type, just as sweet tasting today as it was when it was first introduced. For the home gardener who wants to take a few prizes at the local harvest fair, Chinese Giant is still a winner.


  
    [image: Image] It was bred so that it would appeal to truck farmers and an American market enamored of monstrous vegetables.

  


  CHINESE VIOLET CRESS


  [ China and East Asia ]


  


  BOTANICAL NAME: Orychophragmus violaceus


  FAMILY: Brassicaceae


  [image: Image]


  This delightful cress, which grows in a leafy rosette much like rocket, was first brought to the attention of European botanists in 1743 when seed was sent back to Europe from China by the Jesuit missionary Pierre Incarville (1706–1757). In spite of Incarville’s enthusiasm for rare Asian plants, violet cress was completely overlooked for its culinary merits and was generally relegated to the ornamental collections of royal horticultural gardens in Europe. And there it stayed for almost 250 years.


  The Swedish botanist Carl Linnaeus had a difficult time classifying it, and periodic disputes have broken out among botanists over its correct genus and species. In some texts it is called Moricanda sonchifolia. Part of the problem is that there are several distinct species and many, many varieties grown in the rural parts of western China, and no systematic attempt has been made to catalog all of them. In the West we cultivate only one, which is the violet flowering sort sent back by Incarville, and even this is not always easy to find.


  English garden writer Joy Larkcom may be credited with bringing violet cress before a wider audience in the 1990s, for she recommended it in her Creative Vegetable Gardening and noted both its decorative and culinary qualities. The leaves and flowers may be eaten raw like rocket in salads, or the greens may be cooked like Chinese mustards in stir-fries and steamed vegetable mixtures. This is essentially a summer vegetable that takes over once the other spring greens have bolted. Seed should be planted broadcast; then the seedlings can be thinned to about six to seven inches apart. The plants pulled for thinning may go directly into the cook pot or salad. The plant flowers late in the season with stalks reaching approximately two feet in height, so the cress can be treated a lot like Coral Bells in decorative plantings. The intensely violet-pink flowers are perfect in salads, and when mixed with orange and yellow nasturtiums, the effect is gaudy and festive. Since the cress is tender, it does not winter well in areas colder than zone 8. As long as it does not freeze, it will thrive under cold frames or poly-tunnels. Of course, it can also be grown as a hothouse herb or even in a pot on a sunny windowsill.


  
    [image: Image] The leaves and flowers may be eaten raw like rocket in salads, or the greens may be cooked like Chinese mustards in stir-fries and steamed vegetable mixtures.

  


  CRIMSON FLOWERING FAVA


  [ England ]


  


  BOTANICAL NAME: Vicia faba


  FAMILY: Fabacea


  [image: Image]


  One spring I opened my garden to a group of ladies who prided themselves on their expertise in correct landscape design. I grow vegetables and make no presumptions about the rest. So I was much taken aback by the clamor that this fava bean made, to the extent that I was forced to guard it carefully from predatory hands. It was an outright hit because at that moment in the season it was in full bloom. The flowers are unique.


  French horticulturalist Désiré Bois has described them as rougeâtre (reddish); I would call the color a more intense cramoisi, in fact, magenta to be most accurate. Whatever the opinion, the flowers of this fava are generally described as crimson, and they do vie with lupines for striking beauty. Since the plants themselves are about two feet tall, they also fit into the middle field of vision if planted strategically behind little flowering bush peas or delicate Ethiopian yellow lentils (page 78). Golden feverfew makes an excellent backdrop. But as I said, to me these are first and foremost vegetables, and the green beans are quite flavorful when cooked young.


  This is a green-seeded variety of fava, so it shares many of the same culinary traits as the green Windsor, one of the most popular favas in eighteenth century England. Richard Briggs’s English Art of Cookery advised taking green Windsors and boiling them like lima beans, which he then served with boiled bacon. A dash of parsley and malt vinegar, and there you have it, just as he served them at the Temple Coffee House in London during the 1790s. I bring up this eighteenth-century connection because the crimson flowering fava is known to date from this same period.


  
    [image: Image] I might also mention in passing that both the leaves and the flowers are edible.

  


  Unfortunately, there is not a lot of lore connected with this bean. In 1978 a descendant of the Cutbushes donated the fava to the British seed library of the Henry Doubleday Research Association near Coventry. The Cutbush family was long associated with horticulture in England, William Cutbush & Sons of Finchley and London being well-known seedsmen in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Presumably, the rare Crimson fava was something they had maintained for themselves for many years.


  As a member of the Henry Doubleday Research Association, I soon acquired seed and never once regretted it, for this is also an extremely rare English heritage vegetable. It is mentioned as early as 1778 by Thomas Mawe and John Abercrombie in their Every Man His Own Gardener. American seedsman Bernard M’Mahon listed it in his American Gardener’s Calendar and in his numerous seed catalogs at the turn of the nineteenth century. It appears to have been popular both as an ornamental and as a garden vegetable all in one, and reminds us that eighteenth-century plants were valued for their practical uses over the ornamental. I might also mention in passing that both the leaves and the flowers are edible.


  CUTCHOGUE CHEESE PUMPKIN


  [ United States ]


  


  BOTANICAL NAME: Cucurbita moschata


  FAMILY: Cucurbitaceae


  [image: Image]


  Iwas amused to read in an old nineteenth-century gazetteer that Cutchogue (pronounced KUT-chog) was a postal village situated 235 miles southeast of Albany, New York. I think someone from Cutchogue with a distinct dislike for New York City wrote that little entry because Cutchogue is located in Suffolk County on the far eastern end of Long Island, much closer to New York than to Albany. It is in one of the few areas of the island that still remains open with farms, and in the fall people come from far and near to buy the pumpkins for which the town is now well known. This fabled squash is also called the Long Island Cheese pumpkin, but its cultivation, once widespread, is now largely limited to Suffolk County. Its name, which likens it in shape to an old wheel of cheese, harks back to the days when Connecticut cheeses were an article of trade up and down Long Island Sound. Otherwise, the history of this squash is obscure.


  
    [image: Image] Its name, which likens it in shape to an old wheel of cheese, harks back to the days when Connecticut cheeses were an article of trade up and down Long Island Sound.

  


  French botanist Mathias de l’Obel published a picture of a pumpkin nearly identical in size and shape to the Cutchoque in his Plantarum seu stirpium icones of 1591. Even earlier, in the 1560s, a similar pumpkin with tan skin shows up in frescoes at the Villa d’Este in Tivoli, Italy. We are thus faced with a pumpkin that probably came out of Mexico or Central America very early in the 1500s (this is the genetic homeland of the moschata species) and then quickly found its way into the gardens of Europe’s rich and famous. It also went to Florida about the same time, where it was accepted into cultivation by the Seminole Indians. To this day there is a variety (or subvariety) grown in the Deep South called Seminole that traces to this early period of seed exchange. The middlemen appear to have been the Spanish. How the pumpkin reached Long Island and evolved into the variety now associated with Cutchogue is a missing link in the story. Yet it is known that the pumpkin was being grown in St. Augustine as well as in several parts of the Middle Atlantic region during the eighteenth century. In short, the Cutchogue is a true American heirloom.


  New York chefs have rediscovered the Cutchogue as something uniquely regional and a fitting ingredient for menus featuring Long Island’s excellent wines. Its deep orange flesh is flavorful and can be adapted quite successfully to the sort of Italian recipes discussed under the Zucca Marina di Chioggia on page 278. Another nice feature is that the pumpkins are not really very large, no more than six to ten pounds at most. The plants are therefore much more productive and better suited to the kitchen garden than the rampant vines of common field pumpkins, and the flavor is much more concentrated.


  The Cutchogue is also a long-storing squash; it can be relied on for most of the winter. In fact, I have had some last well into the following June, and the flavor seems to intensify as the flesh mellows in storage. I am certain there are people who use this pumpkin for pies, but I would rather see its culinary strengths showcased in a Long Island oyster stew or in a grill with Long Island duck. I have had it in ice cream, cheesecake, even bagels of all things, but these are a stretch. The simple secret to the Cutchogue Cheese pumpkin is in the name, for its best match is with sharp cheddar cheese.


  DATIL PEPPER


  [ United States ]


  


  BOTANICAL NAME: Capsicum chinense


  FAMILY: Solanaceae


  [image: Image]


  D atil means “date” in Spanish, but no matter how often I look at this pepper I have yet to find one that actually resembles a date—the fiery datil certainly does not taste like one either. This little pepper, barely two inches long, is crammed with history in spite of its size. It ripens from pale lime green to golden yellow and assumes the shape of a twisted tongue as it enlarges, although no two pods are exactly alike. When the datil is fully ripe, it is also highly aromatic, which is why it has been so popular as a sauce pepper in the area of St. Augustine, Florida, ever since the datil was introduced in the eighteenth century.


  Oral history around St. Augustine credited the introduction of this pepper to a group of indentured Minorcans or to African slaves called Mandingo. None of that tradition has been proved, although there were indeed Minorcan settlers in the area by the mid-1770s. When the pepper was finally identified as a variety of Capsicum chinense in 1990, it became apparent that the datil was certainly the oldest cultivated representative of this species in the United States. For many years, it was only grown in the area around St. Augustine, and many subvarieties have evolved there. All of them are fiery hot, hotter even than the better-known Tabascos.


  
    [image: Image] It ripens from pale lime green to golden yellow and assumes the shape of a twisted tongue as it enlarges.

  


  The real origin of the datil pepper is probably the Caribbean or Central America, and old trade connections between Cuba and St. Augustine may offer a logical avenue for its introduction. Nonetheless, the datil stands out today as a true American heirloom and the oldest of our documented cultivated varieties. The warm climate of Florida was similar to its original homeland in the jungles of Latin and South America. But most important, the datil became one of the major identifying ingredients in the spicy cookery of old St. Augustine.


  The cooks of St. Augustine prefer to use the datil in their specialty sauces while it is still green, “green” sauces being the most typical of the area. They are quite easy to prepare, but wearing rubber gloves is imperative when handling the peppers. Seed the peppers and boil them in enough white wine vinegar to cover. Then puree the mixture so that it resembles thick cream in consistency. Add salt and sugar to taste, or for an extra kick try a little garlic-flavored vinegar instead of plain wine vinegar. For a real local touch, sweeten the sauce with mayhaw jelly. Datil sauce is much more flavorful than green Tabasco, and for the daring who enjoy a good dish of alligator the datil provides the perfect spritz of heat that will push the whole recipe over the top.


  DINAWA BLACK-EYED COWPEA


  [ Botswana ]


  


  BOTANICAL NAME: Vigna unguiculata


  FAMILY: Fabaceae


  [image: Image]


  If only poison ivy weren’t so nasty! Its beautiful dark green, shiny leaves would make a wonderful ornamental plant and an easy screen for tall fences and trellises. When I first planted the black-eyed cowpea of Botswana, I realized that I had found an answer, an alternative of course, but a vine in every respect equal in beauty. Dinawa means “cowpea” in the language of Botswana, but I think this one in the mind of Botswana cooks essentializes the ideal cowpea. It was collected for me in the open-air market of Palapye, Botswana, in 1996 and I have planted it every year since then.


  This is a vining cowpea that twines up poles. It thrives on fences and trellises and, unlike many cowpeas, continues its rampant growth until cut down by frost. The leaves are the first thing to attract attention: they are large, glossy, and deep green. In Botswana they are highly valued as cooking greens and can be pulled all summer without harm to pod production. The young pods can be used like snap beans, but they are best as a dry pea. The flowers are snowy white, which is rather uncommon among cowpeas, and the mature pods ripen lemon yellow. The whole plant assumes quite an ornamental flair, and in the fall, once the leaves are touched by frost, the vines turn brilliant yellow. I cannot think of a more decorative cowpea than this one, and if pure aesthetic effect is all that is desired, it can be interplanted with Big Red Ripper, a cowpea with huge red pods.


  
    [image: Image] The white flowers of this cowpea attract the most unusual variety of rare butterflies.

  


  But the best part of this Botswana cowpea are the peas. They are richly flavored, almost creamy. In Botswana they are commonly stewed with corn or a mixture of corn and beans, but by themselves they make a tasty fritter that is also a popular side dish. I should also mention that the “eye” is not the circular black ring commonly associated with American black-eyed peas. It is “butterfly” shaped, as the Africans call it. This seems highly appropriate to me because for some reason the white flowers of this cowpea attract the most unusual variety of rare butterflies. It is as though the tropical rain forests of Africa have sent emissaries to my kitchen garden. If the jungle gods have ways of giving thanks, then surely it is expressed in this happy cowpea.


  For a cowpea that goes in a completely different direction from the coal-black Rouge et Noir of Louisiana (page 213), this African gem has little competition. It is one of the creamiest, richest-tasting cowpeas that I have ever cooked, and not only that, the plant itself is quite handsome.


  DWARF CHOY SUM


  [ China ]


  


  BOTANICAL NAME: Brassica rapa, var. parachinensis


  FAMILY: Cruciferae


  [image: Image]


  Choy sum looks like cabbage, but in fact it is a type of turnip green. The Chinese name does not denote a specific variety but rather a group of related plants belonging to the same species. Therefore I am not commenting on a specific cultivar by name but instead on several that are quite similar in habit and have been cultivated in China for many centuries. The Chinese do have varieties, most of which are named for the number of days it takes for them to mature, but these are not readily available in the United States.


  My preference for the dwarf varieties evolved as I grew different kinds in my Pennsylvania garden to see how well they would do. Invariably, the small ones yielded the most succulent plants, made an appealing appearance even in cramped quarters, and remained harvestable over a longer period of time. Due to their small size (hardly six inches tall), they can be planted along borders or between hills of garlics and shallots or even along ridges created for sweet potatoes. By the time the sweet potatoes are running to vine, the dwarf choy sum has been harvested. All in all, they are immensely efficient in small kitchen gardens, and they add a hearty flavor to most soups, salads, and stir-fries. Furthermore, they thrive under cold frames, so they can provide a steady supply of greens early in the spring and well into the winter.


  
    [image: Image] They are immensely efficient in small kitchen gardens, and they add a hearty flavor to most soups, salads, and stir-fries.

  


  The simple beauty of the plant, with its crisp white stems and dark green leaves, recommends it for any number of elegant culinary preparations. One of the best ways to enjoy the mustardy flavors of dwarf choy sum, however, is to use it in Chinese-style hot pots. These are hearty stews prepared in large earthenware jars, usually glazed a deep chocolate brown. Chicken or duck, or just a mix of vegetables, can be cooked in these pots. The secret to the rich flavor of the stews is in using concentrated marinades that can be made ahead and kept under refrigeration for long periods of time. The hung lu (brown marinade) contains spices, soy, and Chinese wine; the pa lu (white marinade) is based on salted ingredients, such as mushrooms. These marinades add wonderful depth and flavor to even the simplest of stews. When the hot pot is brought steaming to the table, just add a small bowl of dwarf choy sum, let it wilt in the simmering broth, and serve immediately.


  EARLY CHAMPAGNE RHUBARB


  [ England ]


  


  BOTANICAL NAME: Rheum rhabarbarum


  FAMILY: Polygonaceae


  [image: Image]


  Medical rhubarb was known in the West since the Middle Ages. It was one of several species of rhubarb imported as a dry root from central Asia and commonly employed as a laxative. This should serve as a reminder that all parts of the rhubarb plant are toxic. The species of rhubarb raised for culinary purposes is also toxic, except in the stems. This fact was not generally known in Europe until the middle of the eighteenth century, although there were English plant collectors growing culinary rhubarb as early as the 1730s.


  That rhubarb looked very much like Early Champagne, especially its distinctive leaves and gooseberry-green stems. The taste of that first kitchen garden rhubarb was so similar to gooseberries that the English quickly adapted it to gooseberry recipes, including gooseberry champagne. The English are still great connoisseurs of rhubarb. Most gardeners in this country satisfy themselves with just one rhubarb bed, but I have three. One is planted with Victoria (page 248) due to its huge productivity; another is planted with my grandfather’s strawberry rhubarb, which remains quite succulent well into the summer. The third bed is planted with Early Champagne, a variety that became popular in England during the 1850s. With its green stems, it is totally different from the other two, and it is likely to burst up through the snow on a warm day in February. It is cold hardy and the earliest of any rhubarb I have grown. During dry spells in midsummer it dies back, only to revive in September so that I have yet another crop in the fall. This cyclical cropping is a pleasure for anyone who loves rhubarb, but it is doubly so for those who like to make preserves.


  
    [image: Image] Medical rhubarb was known in the West since the Middle Ages.

  


  I have already likened the flavor of Early Champagne to gooseberries, but unlike gooseberries it is a lot easier to grow, especially in warm, humid areas of the country. Its greenness is a plus when used in combination with sweet apples, pineapples, mangoes, or even greengage plums. The secret to using rhubarb, as Mrs. C. F. Leyel pointed out in her The Complete Jam Cupboard, is not to overpower the taste. Certain fruits enhance it; others do not. White currants are doubtless the most successful in this respect, and I would recommend either Witte Perle (white pearl), a Dutch heirloom variety from the 1600s, or the large-fruited French heirloom called White Versailles, introduced in the 1860s. The juice of these fruits may also be employed in making this rhubarb’s namesake: early champagne. Yes—crush it, cook it with spring water, mix this half and half with white currant juice, add sugar, and ferment. Once it clarifies, bottle up with a raisin or two, and cork down tight. You will soon have champagne as light and frisky as Veuve Cliquot.


  EGYPTIAN FLAT BLACK BEET


  [ Italy ]


  


  BOTANICAL NAME: Beta vulgaris


  FAMILY: Chenopodiaceae


  [image: Image]


  Our modern culinary beet is thought to derive from Beta vulgaris maratima, a type of wild beet growing along the coast of the Mediterranean. These wild plants do not have thick roots, but if they are brought under cultivation the roots develop into something akin to a carrot. They are white or yellowish in color. From this ancient subspecies came chards and then white beets, in that order of evolution. The surviving Codex of Dioscorides (a combination of medical-botanical work compiled at Constantinople between 500 and 511 A.D.) clearly shows a red beet similar in shape to the beets that we know today. Thus, sometime prior to the first century A.D., when Dioscorides was practicing medicine, a strain of red beets had already been created by selecting out beets of darker and darker shades of pink. This selection process continued down through the centuries until beets evolved from bright red to the deep colors we know today. The darkest of these is a race of beets known as Egyptian.


  The term Egyptian is purely horticultural and has no apparent connection with Egypt. Beets of Egyptian origin may have been used as breeding material, but the so-called Egyptian beet of commerce was developed in Germany in the nineteenth century. Because of its rich color and flavor, it became extremely popular, even in the United States. One of the most well known of these is Crosby’s Egyptian, a round beet that was developed in Massachusetts in the 1880s. The flat, black-skinned Egyptian beet of this sketch was developed in Lombardy in the vicinity of Milan and introduced commercially in 1879. Its shape was copied from the flat, purple-topped Milan turnip and was originally intended as a beet for growing in shallow cold frames, hence its minimal root system.


  
    [image: Image] The flat Egyptian beet remains one of the great culinary classics of the nineteenth century.

  


  In many respects the flat Egyptian beet is a connoisseur’s beet, for its cultivation is something of a specialty. Most of the root is above ground, since it spreads laterally rather than downward. This exposes the beet to pests and also means that the plants need more watering than normal. In hot, dry weather they may crack, but if watering is attended to and the plants are kept well fertilized with seaweed or fish emulsion they will thrive without much further trouble. They can also be started in flats and transplanted to a grid system so that each beet is perfectly spaced and develops into a nice shape. This kind of hand cultivation is still done in Europe because the flat beets bring very high prices.


  One reason for this demand is that chefs adore them. Because of their shape, there is not a great deal of waste; thus the higher cost is offset by more efficient use of the beet. The flat shape also lends the beets to easier and more uniform slicing, which was important in the nineteenth century when beets were customarily cut into elaborate shapes to garnish roasts and platters. We might consider the flat Egyptian beet to be a beautiful culinary anachronism if it weren’t for one very important point: its flavor is luscious. Like the small apple-shaped celeriac and the delicately sweet Teltow turnip (page 234), the flat Egyptian beet remains one of the great culinary classics of nineteenth-century horticulture.


  EKATERINOSLAV BEAN


  [ Russia ]


  


  BOTANICAL NAME: Phaseolus vulgaris


  FAMILY: Fabaceae


  [image: Image]


  The Ekaterinoslav (pronounced yay-kah-cher-EEN-oh-slav) is a little-known bean that was developed in Russia to resemble a lentil. It was introduced into this country in 1918 by the Gill Brothers seed company of Portland, Oregon, evidently in an attempt to salvage some of the culinary treasures of pre-Bolshevik Russia. It is a bean of unusual appearance whose name refers to the province in czarist Russia where it was originally developed. This region, once dotted with great estates like Aleksandrovka and Kotovka, lies southeast of Kiev and is now part of the Ukraine.


  Managua is a long way from Kiev, yet my original seed came from Nicaragua, where the bean was introduced experimentally by Russian agronomists during the Sandinista revolution. It is hard to know why a bean developed for cool nights and a short growing season would find favor with the tropical climate of Central America or why campesinas would want white lentil beans when they preferred rice, but socialist agriculture moves by its own inner mysteries. Furthermore, this is a pole bean, so it does not lend itself as neatly to mechanized harvesting as the bush types. It is perfect, however, for home gardeners, and as a dry bean it is incomparable. The small, lentil-sized seeds are so pearly white that they resemble bits of polished ivory. This is not a bean whose best characteristics are brought to advantage in rustic cookery; indeed, this a bean that demands caviar. Permit me to explain.


  Real Russian lentil soup (sup iz chechevitsy) made in the grand old style was a delicately flavored puree often prepared with ingredients adjusted to account for religious fast days. The white Ekaterinoslav lentil beans fit into a similar regime because they provide an elegant texture to rice and various dishes served with fish. They can also be reduced to potato-like purees and thick soups that any demanding chef would greatly admire. For example, stew the beans in water with a little butter. Puree them with onions that have been poached or sweated in a sauté pan; then thin the mixture with crayfish or sturgeon stock. Thicken with sour cream and garnish with caviar.


  
    [image: Image] It was introduced into this country in an attempt to salvage some of the culinary treasures of pre-Bolshevik Russia.

  


  ETHIOPIAN YELLOW LENTIL


  [ Ethiopia ]


  


  BOTANICAL NAME: Lens culinaris


  FAMILY: Fabaceae


  [image: Image]


  Yellow lentils are not particular to Ethiopia; they are grown all over the world. And to call the lentils that do grow in Ethiopia “Ethiopian” is probably a convenient misnomer since there is little that is homogeneous about the country. This nation comprises many ethnic groups with highly distinctive regional identities and religious practices. Each group uses this lentil in slightly different ways, from the vegetarian kale hashes eaten on Coptic days of abstinence, in teff or sorghum porridges, or as paste dips for the fried flatbreads made with fermented ensete (Ensete ventricosum), the banana lookalike that isn’t really a banana at all. The most common Ethiopian mode of preparation is to toast the lentils slightly in mug-seed oil (Guizota abyssinica) and then boil them until tender. A spiced butter made with scorched shallots, hot red peppers, ginger, and cardamom can then be added to create a piquant taste. Indeed, ginger and lentils is an ancient marriage of flavors, and don’t forget cheese curds, which seem to crop up everywhere at Ethiopian meals.


  The story of this lentil’s migration to Ethiopia would be fascinating, if it could be told. Unfortunately, its unrecorded arrival probably predated the queen of Sheba, yet in all likelihood it got there directly through contact with ancient Mesopotamia or indirectly via Egypt. Over that long period of time, various Ethiopian peoples developed strains of yellow lentil that responded to their specific needs; that is what makes this lentil Ethiopian. Eating such an ancient food, sorted out and culled by so many hands down through time, evokes a moment’s savory intimacy with those long forgotten civilizations. The pull of the Ethiopian lentil is just that: a culinary time machine.


  
    [image: Image] The low, rambling vines are covered with tiny, pale purple-white flowers flushed with an intense blue that can only be likened to the sun-bathed sky of Ethiopia.

  


  Dan Jason of Salt Spring Seeds in British Columbia brought this lentil back from Ethiopia in 1993. It is a landrace, meaning that it is a variety from the countryside and has no commercial name. Farmers grow it in many parts of the country and apply to it a long list of local appellations in the seventy or so languages spoken there. What caught Dan Jason’s attention was its high productivity and tolerance of drought—both of which were put to the test in my own garden during the great drought of 1999. In Ethiopia, where periodic droughts are common, this lentil is one of the few crops that survives, and rural populations are thus forced to rely on it.


  In our part of the world the resilient Ethiopian yellow lentil offers terrific possibilities for sustainable agriculture, especially in marginal regions where rainfall is not always easy to predict and where irrigation may not be an option. Ethiopia’s Plant Genetic Resources Centre is turning agriculture upside down by taking a revolutionary approach to landraces like this one. It is now recognized that over the centuries farmers themselves selected seed from plants that thrived best. This traditional knowledge is being brought into play not only for the preservation of old plant stock but also in that it is the farmers themselves rather than seed companies who are again determining what is best for their own needs. Where seed companies in the past have emphasized yield per acre of one crop as a measure of productivity and the superiority of their seeds, the Ethiopian farmer is now demanding that the total biodiversity of the farm —the lentil, its edible pods and greens, its numerous landraces, the useful weeds that grow among it, the lentil hay, the draft animals it feeds as well as their manure (a nonfossil fuel)—be the measure of productivity instead. In short, farmers want a more sustainable system of food security that is not based on cash flow.


  Ethiopia’s ancient yellow lentil is not just a shibboleth for earth-friendly change; on ground zero in my garden its lack of fussiness about soil is rewarded with flowers that are truly charming. The low, rambling vines, no taller than a foot, with narrow wispy leaves shaped like the outspread arms of a praying mantis are covered with tiny, pale purple-white flowers flushed with an intense blue that can only be likened to the sun-bathed sky of Ethiopia. The plants make a nice addition to any border garden for visual effect alone and can be planted in eight to ten two-week intervals throughout the spring and early summer for a continuous profusion of butterfly-attracting blossoms and delicious lentils all season. Moreover, the edible flowers may be scattered in salads, and the young green pods can be poached like sugar peas.


  FLAGEOLET CHEVRIER VERT BEAN


  [ France ]


  


  BOTANICAL NAME: Phaseolus vulgaris


  FAMILY: Fabaceae


  [image: Image]


  The Flageolet Chevrier Vert (pronounced flajo-LAY SHEH-vree-ay) is a very special bean, for like the Ekaterinoslav bean from Russia (page 76) it has always been a vegetable associated with elegant cooking. It was created to be a shelling bean, hence the flageolet in the first part of its name. Flageolet is the term normally applied to beans that are harvested just before the seeds fully mature. The more general term in French is haricots à écosser. The middle part, Chevrier, refers to the name of its creator, a French gardener who lived in Brétigny (Seine-et-Oise). Coincidentally, his name means “goatherd,” and goat cheese marries very well with the flavor of this bean, both as a snap and as a dry bean. The dry bean figures in the last part of the name, for the tiny oblong seeds dry green (vert) rather than white. The plant itself is a close relative of the Hungarian rice bean (page 205), for they both evolved out of small bush varieties initially developed as forcing beans for hothouses. These were beans grown on private estates to supply the tables of the European nobility throughout the winter.


  Monsieur Chevrier’s flageolet vert was introduced for the International Paris Exposition in 1878. Its culinary success was immediate because the chefs of Paris were quick to incorporate it into their recipes. They discovered that the small-podded snap bean also yields sweet shelling beans; that is, the green unripe beans are cooked and eaten like peas. They are best when demi-sec, slightly dry in the pod. The miniature bushes are virtually loaded with pods, and constant picking will encourage them to produce all summer. It is the fully dry seed, however, that French cooks adore most. They come onto the markets in France toward the end of summer along with the large Soissons Verte of similar color; their appearance is something of a minor celebration. The small, dainty beans cook in about twenty-five minutes and are much more tender than most white cooking beans. They are especially flavorful when cooked then combined with wild rice.


  
    [image: Image] These were beans grown on private estates to supply the tables of the European nobility throughout the winter.

  


  This is not a bean for soup but, like the rice bean, an ingredient for light, sophisticated recipes, especially those using lentils or chickpeas. On that note I discovered an inviting dish for Flageolet Chevrier Verts in one of the cookbooks of Georges Blanc, owner of the legendary La Mère Blanc in Vonnes, France. They were served with a lemon-flavored sauce under trout soufflés garnished with chives. He judiciously recommended the beans with trout, for the delicacy of both are fully enhanced.


  FOUL MISRI FAVA


  [ Egypt ]


  


  BOTANICAL NAME: Faba vulgaris


  FAMILY: Fabaceae


  [image: Image]


  F oul (pronounced fool) means “bean,” and this particular small-seeded fava has been the basic culinary bean of Egypt since antiquity. Although there is no way to accurately date this fava, it is undoubtedly one of the oldest vegetable varieties discussed in this book. I say this because its history is intrinsically tied to the cookery of ancient Egypt—fava beans of similar size and shape have been found in Egyptian tombs—and to a culinary continuity that has persisted to this day. Fascinated by the prospect of growing a fava bean of a type that may have been familiar to the cooks of ancient Alexandria and served at the dinner parties of Athenaeus, I pressed my old friend Naël Aziz of Tours, France, into service. His network of seed collectors all over the Near East has been a great resource for recovering vegetables of merit from unusual places, and it was not long before I received a package of favas that filled my request.


  The experiment in growing Egyptian fava beans was not without its pitfalls, since my climate has very little in common with that of Egypt, except perhaps for my hot, humid Mediterranean summers. Fortunately, Egyptian favas are generally heat resistant, so they take to our hot spring weather better than most English or French varieties. My surprise came when the favas finally flowered in early May profusion. Very soon, they were literally covered with pods; indeed, this is one of the most prolific varieties I have grown. This is important because this is a fava raised largely for its small, dry beans.


  
    [image: Image] Fava beans of similar size and shape have been found in Egyptian tombs.

  


  It is possible to eat unripe Foul Misri raw in salads (they are sweet eaten this way) or, when more mature, they may be steamed or sautéed or even added like peas to soups. In Egypt, however, they are the key ingredient to foul medammes, a breakfast dish of great age that is now universally associated with Egyptian cookery. Edward Lane, the great British ethnographer of nineteenth-century Egyptian daily life, described foul medammes as he found it sold by vendors in Cairo markets during the late 1820s. In those days the beans were baked slowly overnight in a tightly lidded earthen jar buried in hot ashes to its neck. In the morning, the baked beans were eaten for breakfast with linseed oil or butter and a little lime juice.


  The Cairo that Lane described was still a medieval city, and this plain fare was doubtless very close to the sort of dish Egyptians had been eating for centuries. Over the past one hundred years, foul medammes has evolved into a far more complex preparation, with the addition of eggs, olive oil, lemon juice, garlic, and various spices. This is foul medammes gentrified. Whether or not this fits an American image of a breakfast, one thing can be said for the favas: as a flavorful baked bean they are without competition.


  FRIJOLES ROJAS DE SEDA


  [ Honduras ]


  


  BOTANICAL NAME: Phaseolus vulgaris


  FAMILY: Fabaceae


  [image: Image]


  The Honduran name of this bean is pronounced free-HO-lace RO-hass deh SAY-da, which means “silky red beans” and not without good reason. This is a bright wine-red bean that cooks rather quickly and breaks down evenly into a smooth pulpy texture ideal for “refried” beans and other similar preparations. I place refried in quotes because good refried beans are not really fried at all, as I will shortly explain. For many years, seeds for this frijoles rojas de seda were hidden away in the collections of the U.S. Department of Agriculture. Several market gardeners on the West Coast realized that the growing Latino community in this country might appreciate a taste of home, so they applied to the government for seed. By the late 1990s, word got out and the bean began appearing in markets in several parts of the country.


  This culinary treasure is common in both Honduras and Nicaragua and may be found as far north as Belize. It is a bush-type bean, but the old-fashioned kind with three-foot runners; thus the plants must be staked with short sticks so that the bean pods do not touch the ground (otherwise slugs, crickets, and grasshoppers will nibble on them). I have already mentioned that the bean itself is wine colored, but the ripening pods are what catch the attention for they turn a vibrant, metallic pink. It is fun to grow the beans just for this spectacular show, yet the bonus is the dry bean itself with its rich, silken texture.


  
    [image: Image] In Honduras and Belize, many people prepare these beans for guarnachis: pureed beans spread on toasted tortillas with cabbage salad and shredded cheese.

  


  In Honduras and Belize, many people prepare these beans for guarnachis: pureed beans spread on toasted tortillas with cabbage salad and shredded cheese. In Nicaragua, the campesinas generally eat them with rice under the generic name arroz con frijoles rojas. Ham or moronga (black pudding), oil, onions, peppers, and even pumpkins are added to thicken the mixture; marinated goat adds a different twist to the recipe. However, for red refried beans, this bean has few peers. It should be boiled in lightly salted water along with fresh bay leaves and garlic. Strain the cooking liquid and use this for pureeing the beans. Then add garlic or onion, peppers, and whatever herbs suit the occasion. Heat the puree in a heavy iron skillet with only enough oil to keep the beans from sticking. Cook it vigorously so that it thickens. Achiote condimentado (a paste made from the red seeds of the annato tree) can be added to both heighten the flavor and red color—and don’t forget a little red wine vinegar.


  FUSEAU JERUSALEM ARTICHOKE


  [ Egypt ]


  


  BOTANICAL NAME: Helianthus tuberosus


  FAMILY: Asteraceae


  [image: Image]


  I have been growing a Jerusalem artichoke from the Beaver Valley in eastern Pennsylvania for many years. It is one of the old knobby sorts that varies in color from deep purple to brown, depending on the chemistry of the soil. However, Fuseau (pronounced foo-ZOH) is probably one of the more unusual of the many Jerusalem artichokes under cultivation. It is really not an old variety as Jerusalem artichokes go. French horticulturist Désiré Bois may be credited with explaining how it came about.


  Perhaps it would be useful to note at the outset that the French have not always taken Jerusalem artichokes seriously. De Combles noted in his 1749 L’école du jardin potager that the Jerusalem artichoke was considered “the worst vegetable in general opinion.” It was not until 1790 that Victor Yvart gave the Jerusalem artichoke respectability as an agricultural product in France. I have a suspicion that he was taking his cue from Antoine Parmentier, who published a treatise on the sweet potato and Jerusalem artichoke in 1789. Nevertheless, Yvart’s efforts were imitated in this country, which accounts for the spurt of popularity on this side of the Atlantic between 1795 and 1815.


  
    [image: Image] The Jerusalem artichoke did not come from Jerusalem but from the New World. In most of the Algonkian languages of eastern North America, the plant was called “sun root.”

  


  Later in the nineteenth century, under the auspices of French botanist Auguste Paillieux (1812–1898) and his younger associate Désiré Bois—the same gentlemen who gave the so-called Chinese artichoke (Stachys sieboldii or Stachys affinis) its French name, crosnes —numerous kinds of Jerusalem artichokes were trialed in their experimental gardens at Crosnes (Seine-et-Oise). Like the Chinese artichoke, the Jerusalem artichoke is not an artichoke, and why we continue to call these plants by this name is still a subject of heated discussion. Furthermore, the Jerusalem artichoke did not come from Jerusalem but from the New World. In most of the Algonkian languages of eastern North America, the plant was called “sun root.” “Jerusalem” is merely an English corruption of giresole, the Italian word for sunflower. Which brings us to Fuseau.


  According to Bois, Fuseau emerged from seed planted in Egypt in 1913. It was sold under the name topinhol and was described as a cross-species hybrid of a Jerusalem artichoke and the native American wood sunflower (Helianthus strumosus), which produces small, long tubers. This cross has not been substantiated. In fact, the French word fuseau merely refers to the distinctive spindle shape of the tubers. Fusiformis, the Latin botanical designation, is just one of about six distinctive shapes common to Jerusalem artichoke tubers. Fuseau takes this shape to a greater degree of perfection. As can be seen from the drawing, the four- to five-inch tubers are smooth, free of knobs, and somewhat top shaped, although elongated. The original Fuseau is tan in color (Bois called it jaune rouge); today there is a red-skinned variety that is also in circulation. Aside from its shape, Fuseau also tuberizes very early in the season, yielding a crop well in advance of the late fall varieties.


  The skin color does not seem to have much affect on the flavor, but there is indeed a wide range of tastes and textures inherent in Jerusalem artichokes. It is rather disappointing to see that most chefs treat them like potatoes. Auguste Escoffier, for example, prepared them à l’anglaise (shaped like olives and served with béchamel sauce), as frits (cut like thick potato chips), in puree (thickened with mashed potatoes), and as a soufflé. The Pennsylvania Dutch pickle them, which is quite pleasantly sweet and sour, but I think the Native American approach of combining them with flour corn, wild mushrooms, bean pastes, or pumpkins and hickory nuts holds a much more promising culinary direction. Jerusalem artichokes are not potatoes, and since Fuseau has been grown in this country since the 1930s perhaps it is time to reassess its fascinating culinary possibilities.


  GBOGNOME EGGPLANT COLLARDS


  [ Togo ]


  


  BOTANICAL NAME: Solanum macrocarpon


  FAMILY: Solanaceae


  [image: Image]


  Eggplants have been grown in the United States as a garden vegetable since the 1760s and even earlier as an ornamental. Ethnic cookeries the world over have adapted this versatile vegetable in many ways, often very differently from the traditional treatments we find in Western cookbooks. Generally speaking, eggplants have always stood in for meat, but in every case the typical substitute has been the fruit.


  Seed for this remarkable eggplant came to me via a collector in Australia. I was at first dubious that it would turn out to be yet another one of those extremely bitter West African vegetables, which Africans savor and people of European origin find unpalatable. Many of those bitter eggplants have curiously shaped fruit which recommends them as ornamentals, but that is not how they are used in Africa. Most of them are boiled along with the greens and this takes off the bitterness. Traditional wisdom has taught us that since eggplants are nightshades (Solanaceae) the plant part must be poisonous. True, if they are eaten raw. Cooking, as the Africans know, completely changes the chemistry.


  African Americans are quite fond of their greens. The Gbognome (pronounced bog-NO-may) eggplant is part of that ancient cultural heritage, for it is found in most of the areas of Africa. It is not a wild plant, for it was introduced to Africa from India or southern Asia probably through Arab intermediaries. But it has been in Africa for a very long time, and it is widely cultivated near houses or allowed to grow in forest clearings. It is one of the most common potherbs in Togo, where it is used in soups as well as sauces or vegetable purees eaten with other dishes.


  
    [image: Image] It is one of the most common potherbs in Togo, where it is used in soups as well as sauces or vegetable purees eaten with other dishes.

  


  It is actually a different species of eggplant from the one normally found in American gardens. Even a casual analysis of the leaves of these two kinds of eggplants will reveal remarkable differences. The leaf of the eggplant collard is smooth, dark green, and not subject to the same pests as the common eggplant. Mature leaves will develop small thorns on the underside, which may be taken as a sign that they are too old and tough to pick. Furthermore, the plant is a perennial in the tropics, so in Africa it provides a continuous source of nourishing greens from a bush that can grow as much as three or four feet tall. In North America the plants can be grown in pots and overwintered on a sunny windowsill or simply treated as an annual. The fruit is a bonus.


  The fruit of this eggplant is round and white with dark green stripes. It can be cooked and eaten like any boiled vegetable, and, indeed, eggplants very similar to this are relished in Indonesia and Southeast Asia. As the eggplant fruit ripens, it turns bright yellow and can be dried. It makes a delightful ornament for the holidays and will more or less last the entire winter. I mention this for those who may want to try the eggplant for reasons other than culinary. Otherwise, just cook the leaves like spinach and reserve the cooking stock the way the Africans do as a base for soup.


  The truly adventuresome will discover fascinating taste combinations when the eggplant collard is served with the Ethiopian yellow lentils (page 78) or with the bambaras (page 270) mentioned elsewhere in this book. The puree can be eaten with boiled plantains and shrimp or cooked half and half with sweet potato greens—the Red Brazil sweet potato greens (page 200) are highly recommended. For an authentically African flavor, cook the greens with copious amounts of okra and pounded sesame seeds. Alternatively, create a stew with greens, tomatoes, onions, and hot peppers (all pureed), and chopped fish or chicken. This is the stuff of one-pot cookery, of a communal bowl for the entire family. It is a cookery preeminently suited to reinforce the bonds of friendship and hospitality.


  GIANT ZITTAU ONION


  [ Germany ]


  


  BOTANICAL NAME: Allium cepa


  FAMILY: Alliaceae


  [image: Image]


  In 1951 the Royal Horticultural Society trialed the Giant Zittau onion in its test gardens at Wisley. There were three sorts: the Special Selection of Watkins & Simpson of London, the Giant Yellow of J. E. Ohlsens Enke of Copenhagen, and Harrison’s Select of Harrison and Sons from Maidstone in Kent. This should serve as a forewarning that the Giant Zittau is as variable as any other onion and that today there are a large number of competing strains.


  The story of the Giant Zittau must be set against the broader story of how the Victorians came to admire monster onions in the first place. This thread leads us back to an onion from Libya called Round Tripoli that was taken from Italy to England for experimental trials in 1827. Shortly thereafter, this large, mild onion was introduced into Bermuda, where it assumed the name Bermuda onion. For many years Southerners were only able to raise Bermuda onions due to their hot climate. Then, in 1872 Rochester, New York, seedsman James Vick trialed a large Italian onion in the South called Giant Rocca (rocca means “rock”). It was an immediate success because size (then as now) is equated with quality. In fact, large onions are preferred by restaurants and hotels because they are easier to cut up in the kitchen and there is less waste. This important market demand spurred new interest in developing large commercial onions that would grow well in other, cooler parts of the country. This is where the Giant Zittau onion enters the scene.


  
    [image: Image] The story of the Giant Zittau must be set against the broader story of how the Victorians came to admire monster onions in the first place.

  


  Zittau is a town in Saxony in southeastern Germany. In the nineteenth century it was famous for its weaving mills, piano fortes, and the spa of Augustusbad nearby. This is also an area where onions do extremely well due to the peculiarities of microclimate and light, well-drained soil. It was here, in the environs of Zittau that farmers developed the huge yellow onion that came to be associated with their regional markets. It is recommended in the 1885 edition of Vilmorin-Andrieux’s The Vegetable Garden, and by 1890 the onion was listed in many garden books in company with the red Braunschweiger, light red Ulmer, and the large white onion of Madeira. However, the yellow giant from Zittau, with its beautiful salmon-colored skin, was highly valued for its keeping qualities, and by the 1890s it was quickly imitated in the United States by Hero and Prizetaker and during the early 1900s by the British variety called Ailsa Craig. The Giant Zittau, however, has outlived all its younger imitations and to this day is still one of the finest of all the yellow onions for cool climate areas of the United States and Europe. Most important, its almost buttery onion flavor has never been surpassed.


  GOLDEN CORN SALAD


  [ Italy ]


  


  BOTANICAL NAME: Valerianella eriocarpa


  FAMILY: Valerianaceae


  [image: Image]


  Golden corn salad is an Italian native widely consumed in early spring, especially during Lent. At one time it was gathered almost exclusively from the wild, but in the nineteenth century it was brought under garden cultivation. A close relative of true corn salad, or mâche, this is a distinct species that is also found in other areas of the Mediterranean, even on the North African side, which has led some plant historians to suppose that it was taken over to Africa by the Romans. Whatever the convolutions of its history, golden corn salad is an elegant salad plant that was first mentioned in herbals of the 1500s for its medical qualities similar to lettuce. Mixed salads of lettuce and corn salad were often eaten to cool the heat of heart-burn or to help increase the milk in nursing mothers.


  Golden corn salad is first discussed as a kitchen vegetable in Léon-Claude Noisette’s 1829 Manuel du jardinier. Even though the French made it fashionable under the name of mâche d’Italie, the plant has long been known to country people, even in Switzerland where it is called gelbes Nüssli. It is also the geeli Ritscherli of the Swiss Mennonites who settled in America in the eighteenth century.


  
    [image: Image] Mixed salads of lettuce and corn salad were often eaten to cool the heat of heartburn or to help increase the milk in nursing mothers.

  


  It was from the seed archive of Switzerland’s Pro Specie Rara that my first dips at golden corn salad became possible, and I have not regretted it. This is an exquisite vegetable. In rich soil it grows much larger than common corn salad, often attaining the size of six or seven inches in diameter with long, golden yellow leaves. The brilliant color cannot be accurately described because morning sunlight only intensifies it. Since it is more heat tolerant than common corn salad, the golden corn salad does not bolt as quickly either. Thus it can be planted later in the spring for a harvest of greens well into the early summer. I have even planted it in the shade of a trellis in mid-July with good success, so I suppose it could be grown as a dainty border plant among miniature lettuces, especially tightly headed varieties like frizzy Impulse or wine-red Merlot (page 152).


  Although the leaves can be scattered in soups for added visual effect, golden corn salad is at its showiest when used in salads or as a garnish. It makes a brilliant contrast when added to mesclun salad mixes or with other showy greens like crimson orache, Tom Thumb lettuce, variegated winter cress (page 245), or the young purple shoots of Viola labradorica purpurea. Dark colored saladings always make golden corn salad look even yellower, and like its cousins a little peanut oil in the dressing will definitely bring out its nutty flavor.


  GREAT RED PLANTAIN


  [ Europe ]


  


  BOTANICAL NAME: Plantago major rubrifolia


  FAMILY: Plantaginaceae


  [image: Image]


  The Great Red plantain is both an herb and a vegetable; thus it carries a burden of medical lore that works somewhat against the grain of its culinary appeal. The English botanist John Gerard did not know this particular variety when he wrote about plantains in the 1590s, for his rose plantain referred to pink flowers or “spookie tufts,” as he called them. Astrological physicians assigned this herb to Mars, the red one here even more so, even though Nicholas Culpeper’s herbal adamantly proclaimed it an ally of Venus, that is, of the sexual organs. Plants ascribed to Mars were generally employed in diseases arising from hot distempers, fevers, burns, scalds, or anything connected with the urinary system. Thus a soup prepared with the Great Red was thought to benefit the kidneys and bladder or, more specifically, torments of the bowels, hot gouts, fluxes, and general rottenness. The roots boiled in white wine were taken as a decoction for opening the liver and kidneys. Obviously, the plant’s perceived medicinal powers were numerous.


  These health applications were doubtless lurking in the background of the culinary preparations made with red plantain, for this has been in use in the kitchen since the Middle Ages. What makes this plantain different from the general run is its color, which is a deep wine red. A native to Alpine Europe, it is a gorgeous ornamental that is not too particular about soil. It can be grown, for example, in hot, dry parts of the garden or along sandy paths. Swiss physician Theodore Zwinger noted in his 1696 Theatrum botanicum that it was even growing wild around the city gates of Basel and that country people gathered it to cook it like chard. Planted among blue cabbages, or yellow-green lettuces, this plant stands out all on its own. The trick to using it in cookery is to harvest it young, for then the leaves are quite tender, a point well understood by old-time rural cooks. The young leaves can be eaten raw in salads like red radicchio, cooked as greens, pureed and used in stuffings for pastas, or added to soups just before they are served. The older leaves that have become fibrous may be dried and used as herbal tea. For those interested in folk remedies, press out the juice and apply it to poison ivy. It gives instant relief.
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  GREEN GRAPE TOMATO


  [ United States ]


  


  BOTANICAL NAME: Lycopersicon lycopersicum


  FAMILY: Solanaceae
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  The genetic homeland of the tomato is the coastal highlands along the western side of South America. Early depictions of New World tomatoes often show examples of these small wild fruits, which resemble currants. Most of them are red and few of them were eaten by the Indians of South America until after Spanish conquest. By some means not yet clearly understood, the tomato moved north into Central America during pre-Columbian times. There it underwent a mutation and became larger in size. It is from Central America that all cultivated tomatoes originate, and there were many varieties by the time Europeans came to that part of the world.


  The cherry tomato is an intermediate type between the large-fruited tomatoes and the primitive wild ancestors in South America. Since the cherry tomato is smooth and round, it was used to breed smoothness and round shape into the old irregular tomatoes known to the Aztecs and other Central American peoples. Much of that breeding took place in the latter part of the nineteenth century and gave rise to some of the classic heirloom tomatoes we enjoy today.


  Recessive genes create the color variations found in tomatoes, and with the rise in popularity of salads and finger foods, a reverse process has taken place in which large colorful tomatoes are being bred with small ones to create new and exciting cherry forms. The selection of cherry tomatoes now available to gardeners is almost mind-boggling and continues to grow every year. Hartman’s Yellow Gooseberry is a fine yellow one. Valley Girl Pink is a tasty sort from California. Tigerette Cherry comes complete with chartreuse leaves and red-orange fruit with yellow stripes. Ghost Cherry is pale yellow and covered with peachlike fuzz. The Green Grape, however, has become one of the most popular not just because of its handsome yellow-green color but because it also possesses a sweet flavor that blends the best qualities of its heirloom parents.


  
    [image: Image] It is from Central America that all cultivated tomatoes originate.

  


  Green Grape has been called an heirloom, but it is not that old. It was created by Tom Wagner of Tater Mater Seeds in California and brought to public attention in 1986. Therefore it is still a teenager by my calculation. It is the product of a controlled cross between the small Yellow Pear tomato and Evergreen, a large beefsteak-type heirloom tomato with yellowish skin and deep green flesh. Green Grape mimics Evergreen in coloration, but it is small and round, hanging in clusters very much like large, plump table grapes. It was that visual similarity that suggested the tomato’s name.


  Green Grape and many of the other wonderful tomatoes created by Wagner (see, e.g., Wagner’s Green Zebra on page 260) were enthusiastically promoted by California chefs like Alice Waters of Chez Panisse in Berkeley. Waters in particular helped to make the Green Grape tomato famous by introducing it into her menus. Since the tomato is small, it is ideal for salads or as a garnish—or even eaten out of hand in the garden. Best of all, the vines themselves are not long and straggly like some tomatoes, so Green Grape can be grown in tubs on a terrace. I have even seen it twining up the side of a fire escape of a New York apartment building. Green Grape is not merely a symbol of good food and a new style of American cooking; it has also become one of the new mascots of environmentalism, sustainable agriculture, and healthy living.


  GRISELLE SHALLOT


  [ France ]


  


  BOTANICAL NAME: Allium galanthum


  FAMILY: Alliaceae


  [image: Image]


  Griselle (pronounced gree-ZELL) means “little gray.” It is an apt description of the small tear-shaped brownish-gray shallot that has been the darling of French cookery since the eighteenth century, although they were employed somewhat differently in the 1700s. As the Abbé Rozier pointed out in his 1783 discourse on agriculture, shallots were harvested young and used in cookery while still perfumed with a slight sweetness. Today this custom has fallen out of fashion, but French chefs still prefer gray shallots above all others because their rich, intense flavor holds up under the rigors of the stove. This becomes immediately clear when one reads French cookbooks—the ones written for the French, not for American adaptation. In one of his recipes for salade de pommes de terre à la parisienne, Paris chef Joël Robuchon specified not only that the potatoes be Belle de Fontenay (an excellent heirloom potato incidentally) and the poaching wine a chablis but also that the minced shallots be gris. This is not snobbery; it is exacting taste that understands how flavors work together like subtle shades of color.


  
    [image: Image] French chefs still prefer gray shallots above all others because their rich, intense flavor holds up under the rigors of the stove.

  


  There are many cultivars of French gray shallots, mostly varying in size. They all have in common a hard, grayish skin and pink to rose-red flesh, and they descend from a wild, purple-flowering ancestor that still grows in Kazakhstan. That ancestor is not the same species as the common shallot, thus its particular growing requirements —especially its preference for sandy soil and low acidity—must be taken into account. Unfortunately, all shallots are rather fickle and they do need pampering to come to full perfection, which may account for the on-again, off-again supply of the better sorts even in France. The truth is, gray shallots do not store well, and this has discouraged many gardeners from attempting to grow them. However, I have found that the Griselle, with its smaller-sized bulb, bypasses these difficulties. In fact, it has repaid my troubles twentyfold. By that I mean each bulb planted creates twenty more.


  The bulbs of Griselle also store perfectly in a cool, dry pantry along with winter pumpkins and garlics. There has never been any disappointment in that respect. I suppose I could plant them in the early spring as many people do, but it is just as easy (and far more productive in terms of yield) to plant them in ridges in the fall under a cold frame. This extra bit of protection keeps the shallots from heaving out of the ground during thaws, and if the ridges are dusted with wood ashes, the rots, worms, and other plagues that anguish shallot lovers can be avoided.


  Furthermore, make good use of the space between the ridges by planting dwarf choy sum (page 67), bucks horn plantain, or màche. They will hold in moisture and provide greens while the shallots are maturing. This system works, and when I am digging my own Belle de Fontenay toward the beginning of summer I am very glad to have new shallots that do justice to their elegant flavor.


  HERITAGE D’ORE BEAN


  [ Canada ]


  


  BOTANICAL NAME: Phaseolus vulgaris


  FAMILY: Fabaceae
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  This is a bean that lost its original name but regained the one here by virtue of its distribution through the Maine Seed Saving Network. The network acquired the bean from Antoine d’Avignon of Pintendre, Quebec; he in turn acquired it from the Cantin family of Ct. Portneuf, Quebec, where they have been growing it for some four generations. But since the Cantin family did not know what it was called, Monsieur d’Avignon dubbed the bean Heritage d’Ore (golden heirloom bean; pronounced harry-TAJ door) due to its beautiful color. Its golden, mustard-yellow seeds are indeed eye catching, but best of all this is one of the most delicious baking beans grown in French Canada.


  The Heritage d’Ore is a bush bean that benefits from staking due to its two-foot runners. The large, fat pods can be used as snap beans, but like others of its tribe it is best as a soup bean. I mention tribe because this bean belongs to a group of beans that are all closely related: the so-called Hutterite soup bean (greenish-white seed); the white marrowfat bean or pea bean (white seed); and the old Canada Bush (flesh-colored seed), now commonly sold as Worcester Indian. These are among some of the oldest bush varieties brought under cultivation in Europe and they very quickly evolved into several types with distinctive colors. The Heritage d’Ore is actually a strain or selection of an old yellow cranberry bean called China Yellow, first mentioned in Christian Reichart’s Land-und Garten-Schatz in 1821 and then later by Léon-Claude Noisette in his Manuel du jardinier (1825 edition). It is still possible to buy this bean in France under the name coco jaune de la chine. This name does not imply that the bean came from China, but that it is a pure Nankeen yellow in color.
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  My Canadian friends tell me that the best way to bake this bean is to mix it with ham or game stock and to sweeten it with a little maple syrup rather than molasses. It struck me that the brilliant yellowness of this bean might also be used to advantage in creamy soups flavored with saffron and leek (try the Jaune du Poitou on page 117). Add a little white wine and you have the perfect soup to greet an appetite worked up by an active day of skiing.


  JACKSON WONDER BUSH LIMA


  [ United States ]


  


  BOTANICAL NAME: Phaseolus lunatus, var. nanus


  FAMILY: Fabaceae


  [image: Image]


  When does a bean become a snow pea? When you cook with Jackson Wonder. This exquisite little lima bean is well named for many reasons, but one of the most winning features is its ability to produce hundreds of tiny pods that are so tender they can be cooked like snow peas. Of course, the more mature pods yield a tasty shelling bean. But the real surprise is the dry seed. Blotched with crimson red and pink, and streaked with purple maroon, these are lima beans that would make a stunning bead necklace. When they are soaked and cooked, the colors turn brown, but still the striking patterns remain; in a dish of mixed beans this one stands out with flavor to match its decorative zip.


  The lima bean is also an heirloom variety, for it was developed by Thomas Jackson of Atlanta, Georgia, and released commercially in 1888 by the Philadelphia seed company of David Landreth and Sons. Jackson Wonder did for the bush lima what King of the Garden (page 126) did for the pole sorts. It appeared at the right time because there was a great deal of money to be made in limas in those days, since most lima bean varieties then available were low in productivity or required the expense of tall poles. Seedsmen like Henry Dreer of Philadelphia and Peter Henderson of New York were vying with one another to develop lima beans that would satisfy the truck farm market, but Thomas Jackson beat them to it.


  
    [image: Image] When does a bean become a snow pea? When you cook with Jackson Wonder.

  


  Even though his lima was developed in the South, it will also win the hearts of Northern gardeners because the plants are quite hardy, do not require a long growing season, and if the summer is particularly long and warm the bushes will burst out anew and produce a second crop in September. Best of all, the plants are only a foot and a half tall, so they will fit into any small container garden and can even be grown in a window box. There is also one more wonder to Jackson’s little lima: the plants are covered with tiny sweet-smelling white flowers that are attractive to butterflies.


  JAUNE DU POITOU LEEK


  [ France ]


  


  BOTANICAL NAME: Allium ampeloprasum


  FAMILY: Alliaceae


  [image: Image]


  Leeks have been grown as garden vegetables for thousands of years. The Kurrat leek, which resembles a miniature leek with a bulbous base, has served as a salad leek since the time of the pharaohs. When it is young it is so mild that it can be eaten raw; when it becomes a little more mature it takes on a shallotlike flavor. It is also a hardy plant that overwinters in my garden with little more than a loose covering of straw. The same may be said of nearly all the leeks now popular in Europe. I think American gardeners are misled in thinking leeks are too tender or too fussy. Actually, once they are established, leeks are robust growers that more or less take care of themselves. This brings me to a leek called Jaune du Poitou (pronounced joan du pwa-TOE), which I discovered one rainy day on the way to Soufflenheim in Alsace. The story bears telling because it captures some of the impressions that rise up when confronted by Jaune du Poitou for the very first time.


  My first encounter happened in a small village seed shop crowded with people from the neighorhood who were bartering for flats of fall cabbages in a courtyard out back. Racks of old-fashioned seed varieties lined the wall. There was a purple podded pea called Desirée, a tiny one called Gloire de Quimper, and another labeled Plein le Panier which I recognized as Fillbasket, an English variety introduced by Thomas Laxton in 1872. I had either stepped through a time warp or this was the last place in France where one could actually find the old sorts of vegetables on which the regional cuisine was built. Were there any leeks? The proprietress motioned toward the garden beyond the cabbage-filled courtyard.


  
    [image: Image] Leeks have been grown as garden vegetables for thousands of years.

  


  The garden was large and enclosed by a high wall. In the center stood a forest of leeks with golden yellow leaves. They were plump and succulent, the most beautiful, most impressive yard-tall leeks I had ever seen in any garden anywhere. I was told that they were called Jaune du Poitou and that the shopkeeper and her friends would cook with no other kind. Joseph Decaisne and Charles Naudin had discussed this famous old French leek in their Manuel de l’amateur des jardins (1866) and even provided an illustration of a fine specimen, but this country garden in Alsace was my first inkling that Jaune du Poitou, so highly esteemed in the eighteenth century, was still extant.


  Naturally, I obtained seeds, and when I have since shared them with growers in this country I have gotten letters the following year telling me how extraordinary those leeks were. Perhaps I expected it, for when I finally arrived in Soufflenheim to pick up a ceramic terrine that was waiting for me I presented the potter with a gift of some of those wonderfully fragrant Jaunes du Poitou—whereupon his ecstatic wife prepared a fondue aux porreaux, which the locals call Kachelmües. I shall never forget how good that tasted. It was the essence of a perfect leek.


  KATIE’S MUSTARD LETTUCE


  [ Australia ]


  


  BOTANICAL NAME: Brassica junacea


  FAMILY: Brassicaceae


  [image: Image]


  It is thought that this old-fashioned garden favorite from Australia traces its ancestry to southern China. It probably arrived in Australia during the gold rush days of the second half of the nineteenth century. The Chinese congregated around prospectors’ camps, planting kitchen gardens and opening up places to eat. After the gold rush, many of them stayed on in Australia to manage successful market gardens around the larger cities. The mustard lettuce, as well as several other heirloom vegetables—including a leaf lettuce called Gold Rush, have survived as culinary reminders of those rough-and-tumble days during Australia’s formative years.


  An elderly Australian gardener, who had raised the then nameless mustard lettuce for several decades, brought seed to the Mt. Glorious Herb Nursery, where it was subsequently grown in the 1970s. Rose-Marie Lacherez of Mt. Nebo in Queensland, a plant collector and avid gardener, obtained seeds and then shared them over the following years with members of Seed Savers Exchange, dubbing it Katie’s Mustard Lettuce in honor of Katie Hiller, the owner of the herb nursery that saved this old heirloom from extinction.


  The mustard lettuce appears to be a cross of two types, multisecta and crispifolia, so it does not precisely resemble either of its parents or any of its close Chinese relatives. The leaves are lime green, crinkled, frilly, crisped, and heavily serrated and savoyed. The plant is erect in habit and similar in some respects to the so-called ostrich plume mustards grown in this country as ornamentals, but the flavor is mild. In fact, it is so mild that the leaves can be eaten raw as salad greens, but if allowed to mature too much they will have the biting aftertaste of Japanese wasabi.


  
    [image: Image] The leaves are lime green, crinkled, frilly, crisped, and heavily serrated and savoyed.

  


  Katie’s Mustard Lettuce is indeed ornamental and makes a showy contrast when planted among Osaka purple mustards, curly kales, and lettuces with red tints. It bolts quickly in hot weather, reseeds readily, and can be raised under cold frames for much of the winter. The very young shoots are sweet, then pleasantly pungent, and provide a clean taste to contrast with fish dishes. In fact, it mixes very well with Japanese ao shiso and other strong scented oriental herbs. Its flavor is best when enhanced in salads with a touch of toasted linseed oil or with sweetened soy sauces. Of course, you can always serve it Australian style: chop it raw into a salad made with Australian Crawlers potatoes, those remarkable but rangy-looking critters that are Australia’s answer to French fingerlings.


  KHIVA CUCUMBER


  [ Turkmenistan ]


  


  BOTANICAL NAME: Cucumis sativus, var. sikkimensis


  FAMILY: Cucurbitaceae


  [image: Image]


  I have grown West Indian burr gherkins; white cornichons; and cucumbers that resemble apples, lemons, and yard-long gourds. I have even grown the tàaruzy of Iraq, which is a melon that looks and tastes like a cucumber. The search for the perfect cucumber is probably never over because the cucumber is plagued by many shortcomings, among them voracious insects, wilt, molds, and a host of other irritating factors that some gardeners find quite discouraging. We have taken this plant out of its natural homeland in the Himalayas and imposed it on environments quite alien to its liking, so it comes as a pleasant surprise that the cucumbers most like their wild ancestors seem to course through the vicissitudes of summer free of blights, bugs, and even a nasty drought. I am speaking about the cucumbers of central Asia variously known as the Brown Netted or Khiva cucumbers. They are well known in Russia and many of the central Asian republics, where they may be found in a vast array of forms. In fact, they are mentioned in Sanskrit under the name soukasa (cucumber) and are probably the sikuos brought back from ancient Bactria by the Greeks.


  
    [image: Image] The name Khiva has been attached to this type of cucumber by western European horticulturists who first saw it in the Turkomen region during the nineteenth century.

  


  The name Khiva has been attached to this type of cucumber by western European horticulturists who first saw it in the Turkomen region by this name during the nineteenth century. Khiva is mostly a sandy desert that was once part of ancient Persia, then later ruled by the Seljuk Turks. Modern Khiva lies mostly in Turkmenistan and centers around the city of the same name, although a portion of old Khiva also extends into Uzbekistan. Where there is water enough for irrigation, the gardens of Khiva are lush with a vast array of fruits and vegetables. But this is also a region that lies at the crossroads of Asia; thus its culinary riches are the product of seed that has moved along trade routes back and forth across the continent since ancient times. This is especially true of the Khiva cucumber, since its ancestral roots lie in Sikkim and Nepal.


  This cucumber is the same as that introduced into England by Dalton Hooker in 1840 under the French name Concombre du Sikkim. It is illustrated life-sized and in full color in Curtis’s January 1876 Botanical Magazine, with the comment that the cucumber is consumed in huge quantities by the people of Sikkim and Nepal, who treat it somewhat like a fresh melon. This is the same way it is eaten in Turkmenistan and Uzbekistan. When the cucumber is young and green, as depicted in the illustration, it makes a perfect salad cucumber or pickle. When it matures and develops a finely netted skin resembling cracked varnish (to repeat the words of Vilmorin-Andrieux), it can be used like a melon. It is not sweet, but it has a pleasant fragrance and it can be quite refreshing during the scorching heat of a Khivan day. At that stage it has an affinity for oranges and lemons and minty fruit combinations and is a perfect luxury when served Turkomen style as a cooling salad with figs.


  KING OF THE GARDEN LIMA


  [ United States ]


  


  BOTANICAL NAME: Phaseolus lunatus


  FAMILY: Fabaceae


  [image: Image]


  There are a lot of heirloom limas, but none of them stand out as much as this one. There are lima bean lovers who will hand the kudos to Dr. Martin’s, a variety developed in Pennsylvania in the 1930s, but Frank S. Platt’s King of the Garden is still king. Platt, a seedsman and florist in New Haven, Connecticut, introduced this monster bean in 1885. He ran a glowing advertisement in the February 1885 Farm Journal, stating that the lima was “very appropriately named as it is the Largest Podded and Most Prolific lima bean extant.” He also published a life-sized drawing of the bean lest there remain any doubts about his claims. I like that about Frank Platt because honesty like his was spread pretty thin in some quarters of the seed world. His bean in any case lives up to his hyperbole, and they are no small claims to be certain.


  Platt’s lima is a pole variety, so one must be prepared to raise up a fifteen-foot teepee for best advantage. Bush varieties may be lower, but none of them will come close to bearing as prolifically throughout the summer, drought or no drought. Since the bean was developed in Connecticut, it is also much more adaptable to cool summers than many other lima varieties. Platt claimed that his pods might measure anywhere from five to nine inches in length (check that out on a ruler). They do, and the limas inside are huge. The only other old pole lima that is as impressive, but for other reasons, is Dreer’s Improved, which came out in 1874 after twenty years of field testing. It has small, plump seeds and a texture entirely different from King of the Garden and a sweeter taste.


  
    [image: Image] Frank S. Platt, a seedsman and florist in New Haven, Connecticut, introduced this monster bean in 1885.

  


  King of the Garden stays on the vine a long time before it ripens to dry seed. This is good for cooks but not so good for seed savers in short season areas. No matter, I was patently surprised to discover that even the beans in shells that were hardening up would cook as tender as the young green ones. In fact, these slightly more mature beans are much better for poaching for salads or for pickling than some of the newer tender types which run to mush in ten minutes. I can also add that I honestly never liked lima beans until I planted this one, so my enthusiasm is also that of a convert. I have even learned to like the dry ones.


  There are many benefits in a lima that can also be dried for winter soups and converted into white refried beans. White bean dips are well known in Latin America. Meaty lima beans can be cooked and pureed with garlic and some hot pepper (try Datil peppers on page 61 for a little North Florida zest). Then heat this in a skillet with a dash or two of white wine vinegar. Put this on the table with the red refried beans from Honduras (page 88) and you’ll start to wonder why you hadn’t thought of this sooner. Of course, Frank Platt would never object to see them boiled and served Southern style with black-eyed peas.


  KÜTTIGER RÜEBLI CARROT


  [ Switzerland ]


  


  BOTANICAL NAME: Daucus carota


  FAMILY: Apiaceae


  [image: Image]


  Let us begin with the pronunciation, since Swiss German is a dialect quite unto itself: KOO-tiger ROO-eh-blee. This means, in plain English, “little turnip carrot of Küttigen,” except that the carrot is rarely little and that the farm people of the Aargau (where the town of Küttigen is located) pronounce their “k” like a guttural “ch”—all of which adds a layer of rustic Alpine Swissness to this very remarkable vegetable. This is not a commercial variety with a datable beginning. It is an old Swiss landrace that has evolved over the past few centuries, and it comes in several shades of white, parchment, and even very pale yellow. It is the white ones that are the most preferred, and it is this type that was planted in the oat fields in former times so that the two crops could be harvested together.


  The carrot depicted in the drawing is about a foot long. As the carrots mature, they grow fatter, so by the second year they actually resemble stumpy turnips in shape. In spite of their size, these carrots remain sweet and crisp and snappy like an apple. They are a refreshing change from the monotony of the ubiquitous orange carrots sold in supermarkets, and they lend themselves to a wide range of recipe preparations.


  In glancing through Dora Schàrer’s Aargauer Rezepte, a Swiss cookbook dealing with dishes from the region where Küttigen carrots are grown, I came upon a recipe devoted entirely to the special preparation of Küttigen carrots. I was amazed to discover that they are even converted into Aargauer Rüeblichueche, a delicious, light white carrot cake. Then there is the cheesecake made with goats’ milk and white carrots, and a Wàie (a flat pie resembling a pizza) dotted with cheese, liver sausage, and white carrots poached in wine. Lastly, there is the Aargau classic called Schnitz und Drunder, which is called Schnitz un Gnepp by the Pennsylvania Dutch. This is a baked stew of dried fruit (apples and or pears), ham hock, diced white carrots, and dumplings. Best of all, Küttigen carrots store well for the winter. It is advisable to lift them in the late fall before the ground freezes, pick out the best-shaped ones for seed saving, and store the remainder in cool, slightly moist sand.


  
    [image: Image] In spite of their size, these carrots remain sweet and crisp and snappy like an apple.

  


  LANCASTER LAD PEA


  [ England ]


  


  BOTANICAL NAME: Pisum sativum


  FAMILY: Fabaceae


  [image: Image]


  Let me begin by saying that Lancaster Lad is the name of a claret-red gooseberry developed in England in 1824. I grow it in my garden, and it is the epitome of Englishness and of an era when horticulturists all across the English midlands vied with one another to see who could bring the largest and best fruit to market. My impression is that this culinary jousting established the framework for competitions in other areas of the garden, namely among the peas, for there is no nation that has developed the garden pea to greater heights than the British. Thus the pea called Lancaster Lad appeared on the scene “new” and yet a direct heir to the full implications of its famous gooseberry namesake. A similar association could be argued for an old English apple called Kentish Fillbasket and a pea named Fillbasket introduced in 1872. Such crossovers appear to be quite common, or else pea breeders are notoriously dull in coming up with distinctive new names worthy of their creations.


  The Royal Horticultural Society first trialed the Lancaster Lad pea in its gardens at Wisley in Kent during the spring of I911. Seeds were sent in by the pea’s developer Samuel Yates, a seedsman in Manchester. If Yates had hoped that his pea would become as wildly successful as the old gooseberry, he was sadly mistaken. A few seed firms picked up on the variety. It was sold for a while during the period of the First World War, then quietly slid into oblivion. It was never sold commercially in the United States. This changed in the 1980s once Seed Savers Exchange acquired seed from the U.S. Department of Agriculture.


  
    [image: Image] The Royal Horticultural Society first trialed the Lancaster Lad pea in its gardens at Wisley in Kent during the spring of 1911.

  


  The truth of the matter is that Lancaster Lad is a terrifically good pea, yet for some reason it has been sadly overlooked. Of all the fifty-odd varieties in my permanent pea collection, the Lad is one of my favorites. The plants are dwarf, about a foot and a half tall in this country, although they grow up to two feet tall in England. The pods are plump and short and are packed tightly with six very large, fat peas. It is an excellent shelling pea but should be planted in one-week successions so that there is a continuous supply of peas well into the early part of summer. Due to its small size, it also makes an excellent forcing pea for greenhouses and cold frames. I have even planted it at Christmas so that I could harvest peas throughout February and March. The discarded pods are perfect for flavoring stock.


  For those who want to carry through on a theme of English flavors, then of course Lancaster Lad should be poached with mint and served with smoked haddock, mashed potatoes, and soft-boiled eggs. This is a ritual meal followed by gooseberry trifle (need I mention the choice of fruit?), a good snappy dessert apple like Bloody Ploughman, and a handful of Kentish Cobs (a type of hazelnut). Lady Llanover’s ewe’s milk cheese can appear later when the best old port is poured.


  LARK’S TONGUE KALE


  [ Germany ]


  


  BOTANICAL NAME: Brassica oleracea


  FAMILY: Brassicaceae


  [image: Image]


  In the nineteenth century, Lark’s Tongue kale was classified as a borecole but is often referred to simply as Tall German. Its more poetic name refers to the shape of its long, narrow leaves, although in all frankness no lark would have such a large, long tongue. As a borecole, however (which actually means “north wind cabbage”), Lark’s Tongue is remarkably true to name, for it will overwinter in subzero temperatures without serious injury. The Germans like these overwintering cabbages and have used them extensively in cookery since the Middle Ages. During the nineteenth century German plant breeders created new and very tasty additions to their winter menu, among them a kohlrabi with the breathlessly long name Erfurter frühe weisse Dreienbrunnen (otherwise known in English as Earliest Erfurt), the tender but visually spectacular Mosbacher kale, and the Lerchenzunge Grünkohl, or Lark’s Tongue kale.


  Lark’s Tongue is still quite popular in Germany, both because of its hardiness and because of its obvious ornamental qualities. I have had plants grow as tall as five feet, and quite impressive they are, although the largest ones seem to be less winter hardy than the short ones. The leaves are silvery-gray, which make an excellent contrast when planted as a backdrop for red or yellow chards. The flavor improves after the plants have been touched by frost.


  Quite by accident I discovered that Lark’s Tongue tastes much like sea kale (Crambe maritima) when picked young enough. I once created a sea kale salad with smoked fish while visiting friends in England, where the kale grows wild along the English Channel. My salad consisted of smoked coalfish (Pollachius virens—called pollack on this side of the Atlantic), floured and lightly browned, then served at room temperature with poached sea kale, shredded bread lemons, chopped shallots, and a lemon-thyme dressing.


  
    [image: Image] The Germans like these overwintering cabbages and have used them extensively in cookery since the Middle Ages.

  


  Back in Pennsylvania, I did not have sea kales in season, so I resorted to young Lark’s Tongue kales from my garden, only to discover that their delicate flavor worked just as well. In fact, since the kale can be harvested most of the year, even during the winter, it has a far less restrictive season than sea kale, which is only edible very early in the spring. This sea kale affinity led me to other experiments, from which I arrived at the culinary conclusion that the pleasant Lark’s Tongue grown mostly as an ornamental has been much underrated for its taste. The more the leaves are stripped off for cooking, the taller and more palm tree–like the plants become. A special treat arrives the following spring when the plants burst into bloom. They send up flower stalks as high as three feet, which bush out into an abundance of sunny yellow blossoms. Butterflies cannot resist them, and since they fill the air with a honeylike sweetness they are a pleasant reminder that, yes, even cabbages can be beautiful.


  LITTLE NUBIAN PEPPER


  [ Jamaica ]


  


  BOTANICAL NAME: Capsicum annuum


  FAMILY: Solanaceae


  [image: Image]


  When I first began to grow out the peppers in my grandfather’s collection that had come from folk artist Horace Pippin, I came across a small jar labeled Little Nubian, and for the life of me I could not have visualized the peppers that would eventually come from that seed. I had run across some black peppers in an 1890s seed catalog called Nubian, but they were somewhat different. Little Nubian was not a miniature version. It was distinct, and there was something very wild and riotous about it that suggested a pepper with a far more interesting background. This much I knew: it was hot—hotter than most of the peppers I grow—and it was one of those peppers with heat that stays and stays and stays.


  The plant is a true perennial. It can be grown in a pot and kept going from year to year on sunny windowsill. It develops a woody trunk much like a small tree and would probably give a bonsai artist ample material for creative invention. To say the least, Little Nubian stands out. It has black leaves, or leaves so intensely dark green that they look black in broad daylight. The stems are also black and the flowers are deep violet, a startling contrast that always elicits comments from visitors to my garden. Better yet, the peppers are shiny obsidian black until they ripen; then they turn a rich blood red. The combination of black and red fruit on the same plant is spectacular, and the sharp, colorful hues change with the shifting sunlight.


  
    [image: Image] This was an old Jamaican pepper known on the island as the Sore Throat pepper. It was infused in rum and used as a gargle.

  


  The epiphany for Little Nubian fell into place quite suddenly one day when I was glancing through William Titford’s 1811 Sketches towards a Hortus Botanicus Americanus. The date of this book is significant because it provides Little Nubian with a documented origin. There on the frontispiece depicting a huge basket of tropical fruit, was a smallish black pepper shaped like Little Nubian. I stared at it in silent recognition. Turning to Titford’s explanation of the plate, I soon learned that this was an old Jamaican pepper known on the island as the Sore Throat pepper. It was infused in rum and used as a gargle.


  Charles L’Escluse illustrated a pepper with a similar shape in his 1611 Curae posteriores. This is one of the earliest depictions of this pepper in European botanical literature. Whether it is Little Nubian or its direct ancestor is open to debate, but the interesting thing is that L’Escluse placed the pepper in Mexico. Since the Aztecs grew a black pepper called tlilchilli, which they used to spice chocolate, there may be a reaching, tenuous connection in folk medicine between the Aztec beverage and the Jamaican rum infusion. Both were employed to accomplish the same results.


  LONG, RED EGGPLANT OR AUBERGINE


  [ Indonesia and Malaysia ]


  


  BOTANICAL NAME: Solanum melongena


  FAMILY: Solanaceae


  [image: Image]


  Called tèrong in most Indonesian dialects, the eggplant has developed a special place in the Muslim cookeries of this region. For one thing, its meaty flavor takes the place of pork, which is so popular in the rest of Asia, but it also has the added versatility of forming the base for sauces and stews that are served with rice. The tèrong kopèk, or long-fruited varieties of eggplant, are the most preferred by Indonesians, and there is probably no other area of the world where so many different types are to be found in the markets. There are long, narrow white ones, yellowish-green ones, solid violets, and even striped varieties, each used in a specific way. Because the fruit is not bitter, some of these varieties can even be eaten raw.


  The long, “red” eggplant, which is actually a purple red, has been introduced into this country because it is so adaptable in other Asian recipes and also because it can be stuffed—still a popular method for preparing eggplant. However, one of the most common methods for preparing the long, red in Indonesia is simply to cut it in slices lengthwise and fry it in oil. It can then be served with various condiments or then added as an ingredient to other recipes. In the 1954 Indonesian cookbook of Mrs. M. Abbas Alatas, there are a number of typical local dishes employing these long eggplants. One of her stews, called musaga, consists of a mixture of goat meat, chopped onions, tomatoes, eggplants cut into diagonal slices and fried, curry, and a salty katjang sauce made with peanuts. This is a delicious, spicy dish when eaten with rice.


  
    [image: Image] Mature fruit often measures twelve inches in length, and since the plants themselves are not much taller the eggplants sometimes touch the ground.

  


  So how long do the long, red eggplants grow? Mature fruit often measures twelve inches in length, and since the plants themselves are not much taller the eggplants sometimes touch the ground. For culinary purposes, however, it is advisable to harvest them when a little more than half this length. They are indeed excellent for frying or sautéing because unlike the large pear-shaped eggplants sold in most American markets, these smaller, finer fleshed varieties do not absorb as much cooking oil. This is an added benefit not only from a health standpoint but also from a culinary one because they are less likely to become heavy and greasy when fried.


  LOUVANA CHICKLING VETCH


  [ Cyprus ]


  


  BOTANICAL NAME: Lathyrus sativus


  FAMILY: Fabaceae


  [image: Image]


  Vetches are legumes that once belonged to the genus Vicia, which included such diverse garden vegetables as fava beans, peas, chickpeas, and lentils. The chickling vetch, which is closely related to the garden pea, is still called a vetch even though it has been reassigned to the genus Lathyrus. The word chickling evolved in the eighteenth century as a corruption of cicecula, its name in Latin, which means a “little chickpea.” In England chickling vetches were mostly raised as fodder, but in the Mediterranean region they were commonly eaten as a pulse (edible seeds). In fact, chickling vetch is an ancient food and one of the important horta, or wild greens, so important to Mediterranean diet.


  Six-thousand-year-old seeds have been excavated at a site near Jarmo, Turkey, which may give some idea of how long people have been eating this legume in the eastern Mediterranean. Just when it was brought under cultivation in Cypriot gardens is difficult to document, but we may be assured that it has been both gathered from the wild and selectively cultivated since the days of Homer. The peas are also known as kesari dhal in India, where two types of kesari are distinguished: the small-seeded lakhori and the large-seeded lakh. In fact, chickling vetches have been raised in many countries from India to the Mediterranean for thousands of years. In Italy, where the vetch is known as cicerchia, the plant has been rediscovered by upscale chefs looking for “real food” from the land.


  
    [image: Image] Six-thousand-year-old seeds have been excavated at a site near Jarmo, Turkey, and it was not long after that ancient Cypriots counted this legume among their foods.

  


  The ancient Greeks were quite aware of the chickling’s culinary value, for they called it làthyros meaning “grass pea.” In modern Greek, it is known as lathouri. The Cypriot name louvana is generic in that it does not specifically mean one variety or the other. (There are several.) In fact, the Cypriot chicklings are really landraces, grown together in patches that cross freely, so a handful of seeds will yield any number of variations. These differences are not critical since it is the leaves rather than the seeds that are commonly eaten. The root of louvana is lopo or lopos, an ancient Greek word for a husk or shell, doubtless in reference to the chickling seed pods—the letter p in ancient Greek often evolved into a v in Cypriot. The Latin cognate of this is lupinus (wolf pea), the white lupine of Mediterranean cookery with which louvana should not be confused.


  Louvana is quite popular in Cyprus as an ingredient in spring omelets. The rule of thumb is ten stems per egg. The vetch greens are first wilted with olive oil in a skillet; then the beaten eggs are poured over them. It is quite flavorful and in this simple form probably resembles similar egg preparations made by rural Greeks for thousands of years. Likewise, the Cypriots, who have had a long historical association with the culture of Egypt, have evolved their own version of foul meddames (page 86) that includes peas from louvana. Fava beans, like the Egyptian variety discussed on page 85, are soaked overnight and then boiled with chopped onion, tomato, and split louvana peas until the whole mixture becomes quite tender. It is then drained, mixed with olive oil or butter, lemon juice, tahini, ground cumin, and chopped hard-boiled eggs. Chopped louvana greens are sometimes added right before the dish is brought to the table. On the quays of Larnaca or Paphos, one is likely to hear Cypriots call out “Kopiaste” when they eat comforting meals like this. It means “Come share this food with me.” Say “Efharisto,” and join in.


  LUMPER POTATO


  [ Ireland ]


  


  BOTANICAL NAME: Solanum tuberosum


  FAMILY: Solanaceae
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  The Irish call potatoes “pots.” They have had a love-hate relationship with this vegetable because, on the one hand, it has fed them well, but, on the other, it nearly starved them into extinction. The Lumper, as they call this particular variety of pots, is a symbol of this Irish dilemma, for this is the infamous potato that failed in the 1840s and caused the great famine. The Lumper is therefore one of the most historic of all the heirloom potato varieties now preserved under the careful eye of historic museums and potato enthusiasts alike, myself included. Its name refers to its lumpy shape; it resembles a smooth, oddly worn stone.


  The Lumper appeared sometime before 1800, but its exact origin is disputed. It is probably a seedling of an earlier variety because the Irish were well aware even then how to develop new potatoes from seeds. The problem was that all of the potatoes they were growing descended from the same handful of potatoes brought back to Europe from Chile in the 1500s. This meant that every single variety was closely related, so when one fell victim to disease, they all did. That is what happened in the 1840s because the blight that attacked the potatoes in Europe originated in Mexico. Mexican potatoes were more resistant to it, but Chilean potatoes were not. The Lumper, then, is also a living lesson in biodiversity, but that is not why people grow it today. It happens to be a very good potato and it is still possible to find it on farm stands in out-of-the-way places.


  The Irish liked the Lumper for several reasons, but the most important was potato bread. Cooked pots are mashed and mixed with flour, salt, and minced onion, then formed into a triangular cake which is baked on a griddle or down-hearth on a griddle and tripod. This is served hot with fresh butter. It is possible to detect in this the ancestral form of the English scone.


  
    [image: Image] The Lumper is the infamous potato that failed in the 1840s and caused the great famine.

  


  Another method was to take the Lumper and grate it raw into a mixture of flour, buttermilk, beaten egg, and salt to make yet another baked creation called “boxty.” When the Lumper was boiled or roasted and combined with leeks and butter, this mixture was called “champ.” And finally, when the pots were mixed with cabbage or kale, onion, milk, and a generous lump of butter, the resulting stew was called “colcannon” from Irish cal ceannann, a term meaning “white cabbage.” So the Lumper was a boiling potato, a baking potato, a grating potato, and a roasting potato all in one. This is the sort of versatile tuber that poor farmers appreciated. Although modern-day food cognoscenti may savor it as a rare slice of history from a silver fork, it is the robust flavor that wins. The flavor is better than Irish Cobbler, Green Mountain, Vermont Champion, and Snowflake —all heirlooms currently praised for their taste. It is a flavor that needs no garnish, just simple, straightforward cooking and perhaps a glass of stout to wash it all down. It has what Gertrude Stein might call “potatoness.”


  MARY REYNOLDS’S ORANGE TOMATO


  [ United States ]


  


  BOTANICAL NAME: Lycopersicon lycopersicum


  FAMILY: Solanaceae


  [image: Image]


  The valley of Virginia has yielded its culinary treasures slowly. It is not far enough south to fall into the general run of Southern food books, and it is not Tidewater enough to appear in the popular Williamsburg-type cookbooks that characterize so much of Virginia’s culinary self-image. However, the valley has yielded up treasures of the sort cameoed in the works of John Egerton and described in loving detail by the late Ward Sinclair of the Washington Post. It has given us Power’s Heirloom, a white heirloom tomato from Scott County; Old German, a Mennonite tomato much sought after for its rich yellow color and fabulously marbled flesh. And it has given us Mary Reynolds’s Orange.


  Think mango, but with an aroma reminiscent of lilac and rosewater. The taste is slightly lemony, the color a spectacular creamy orange. Furthermore, it is a natural match for chardonnay wine or with food that contains cilantro. I am not describing the lusciousness of the Yellow Brandywine tomato but rather a unique tomato with a rich texture all of its own—and quite free of the cracking so common to the Brandywine tribe. Salt enhances the flavor of Mary Reynolds’s Orange, so it goes well with salty foods, especially with Virginia ham.


  
    [image: Image] Think mango, but with an aroma reminiscent of lilac and rose-water. The taste is slightly lemony, the color a spectacular creamy orange.

  


  John R. Lewis Jr., a member of Seed Savers Exchange in Natural Bridge, Virginia, sent me seed for this handsome tomato several years ago with the idea that I might join in his efforts to preserve it. I converted him to an enthusiast of my own Roughwood Golden Plum (page 215). He in turn has convinced me that his elderly friend and neighbor Mary Reynolds has had the grace and good taste to see the value of saving seed from the culinary treasure that now bears her name. She has been saving seeds from the tomato for many years, so many in fact that the original name of the tomato has been lost. Some growers have suggested that it descends from Tangerine, an orange-yellow tomato trialed by W. Atlee Burpee in the 1930s. Others claim Geever’s Mammoth Orange as its ancestor. Personally, I think it is Mary’s careful selection of Dixie Golden Giant (introduced about 1943), the only tomato thus far that I have found to come close to it.


  Mary has obviously chosen her seed carefully because her tomato ripens evenly to a rich, creamy pumpkin orange. The fruit is also large, huge in some cases, and always causes comment when people see it. Her tomato forms a striking visual quartet with the likes of Cherokee Purple, Tennessee Peach Fuzz, and Aunt Ruby’s German Green, all “hill country” tomatoes from the upper South. Best of all, it is an excellent cooking tomato that holds its flavor in sauces and soups.


  MERLOT LETTUCE


  [ Netherlands ]


  


  BOTANICAL NAME: Lactuca sativa


  FAMILY: Asteraceae


  [image: Image]


  Isuppose the salad and glass of chilled chardonnay of California cuisine will always remain in fashion, even though vinegar dressing kills good wine. But perhaps this is not altogether bad, since most trade chardonnays taste like a blend of kerosene and margarine—burnt, oaky margarine at that. Baptizing salad lettuces with names like Beaujolais, Sangria, or Bubbles for the champagne set does not deflect the palate from the queasiness that lingers from this very odd combination. The red-black Merlot lettuce is therefore a happy accident, and we must thank Shepherd Ogden, founder of Cook’s Garden Seeds, for his discerning, evervigilant eye for saladings of beauty and innate good taste.


  The Dutch seed company of Enza Zaden created Merlot in the 1980s but decided that because it was so dark in color it would never succeed as a commercial variety. Hello, Holland: dark red lettuce is very high in flavonol, a compound that acts as an anti-oxidant. This is probably one of the most antioxidant lettuces available, but of course this health factor is not a message that makes money for agribusiness. In fact, Enza Zaden named the variety Galactica, in spite of the fact that the Milky Way is not wine red. The lettuce is still sold as Galactica in Europe. In this country it is called Merlot.


  Shepherd Ogden trialed the lettuce in Vermont and, after receiving considerable feedback from his customers, realized, quite sensibly, that this Dutch dumpling cried out for a better name. So he dubbed it Merlot and the match is perfect. For if ever there was a lettuce as deep red as merlot wine, this is it. For a lettuce lover like myself, I can only say that I have looked for years for a lettuce as perfectly red as this one. It launches a mixed salad to new heights, and the color is downright winning. Not only that, it has an unusual rich flavor, something quite different when it comes to lettuce, that seems to change daily as the lettuce matures.


  
    [image: Image] If ever there was a lettuce as deep red as merlot wine, this is it.

  


  I have planted Merlot in my garden, and whether a border, an interplanting with other greens of various striking colors, or just alone in a clump of twenty plants, every single visitor has stopped to comment (and when my back is turned, to pull off leaves to eat). I wish this lettuce were an heirloom, but it is not one yet. I think, however, that it will join a long list of new classics that are bound to be around for a long time. I cannot imagine a more striking salad than one made with Merlot, Chengdu garlic (page 42), Spotted Aleppo lettuce (page 226), some leaves and flowers of the Chinese violet cress (page 53), a handful of golden corn salad (page 101), and perhaps a few bits of All-Red potato (page 7) well poached. Exquisite. Serve with chilled champagne.


  MR. JACK TOMATO


  [ United States ]


  


  BOTANICAL NAME: Lycopersicon lycopersicum


  FAMILY: Solanaceae


  [image: Image]


  People often ask me how vegetables get their names and my pat response is that there is no set rule. Some names are purely convenient and descriptive, like the Green Grape tomato (page 106). Others bow to a touch of poetry like Queen of the Earlies (page 197). Since I breed plants, now and then I am presented with the opportunity to name one of my creations. In the case of my Mr. Jack tomato, I would like to think its robust flavor matches the personality of its namesake.


  Mr. Jack is Jack McDavid, whose dedication to saving farms and bringing the best of America’s regional produce to the table is well known in Philadelphia. He owns a couple restaurants in Philadelphia and he cooks in bib overalls. Because he likes good food and knows a good tomato from a mediocre one, and because he has been such a good friend to the garden community, it occurred to me that someone ought to name something after him. He makes a lot of ketchup and hot sauces, so a tomato seemed like a natural choice. To honor him, I chose a tomato that chefs would understand. It has the right shape, it has the right flavor, and it came into being quite by accident.


  One of my small, red, pear-shaped tomatoes crossed naturally with a Mexican tomato from Oaxaca called sometimes Zapotec Pleated and other times tomate enrrollado rojo. This is a very old tomato, rosy red in color, heavily pleated, and usually hollow like a pepper. It is a type of tomato that was grown in Mexico before the Spanish conquest, and what it lacks in slick appearance it compensates in flavor.


  
    [image: Image] It took about ten years to get Mr. Jack under control, but now I think I’ve finally got this tomato where I want it and its best characteristics are fixed.

  


  One summer day several years ago, I happened to notice among my Zapotecs one vine that was completely off —this is where patient observation sometimes pays off in the garden. The fruit was pear-shaped, plump, juicy, bright red, and hugely flavorful. I consulted my field notes: yes, the previous year (1990) I had worried that the Zapotecs had been planted a little too close to the red pear tomatoes. Things happen, especially around pear tomatoes. I am now positive that a bumblebee sealed the kiss that previous summer—open pollination at its accidental best.


  All the characteristics were right, even to the shift in foliage color (the Zapotec tomato has gray-green foliage; the pear tomato does not). I began to grow the new tomato in isolation. In 1998 a pink one emerged. This is now called Mrs. Jack in honor of McDavid’s Pennsylvania Dutch wife, a capable companion to the red. Both are just the sort of tomatoes a farm-loving chef would appreciate: they continue to ripen after they are picked, they have good flavor and lots of meat to make sauces thick and tasty. And they keep for almost a month without rotting, a plus for people with very busy schedules. It took about ten years to get Mr. Jack under control, but now I think I’ve finally got this tomato where I want it and its best characteristics are fixed. The recipe development I leave to Jack the chef.


  NÉGRESSE POTATO


  [ Argentina and Peru ]


  


  BOTANICAL NAME: Solanum ajanhuiri


  FAMILY: Solanaceae


  [image: Image]


  The great French horticulturist Désiré Bois was not enamored of Négresse; indeed back in 1928 he called it mediocre and worthy of the kitchen garden only as a curiosity. I suppose he was taken aback by the jet-black skin and the inky juice that drips from the potato when it is sliced raw. It is not your typical potato to say the least, and it belongs to an entirely different species: ajanhuiri. In fact, it is a wild relative of the potato more or less brought under cultivation and maintained in its unimproved state ever since it was introduced into France from Peru in about 1815. The secret to appreciating Négresse and its true culinary merits lies in understanding its strengths.


  I am sure that if Bois were living today, he would be quite surprised by the attention that this unusual potato receives from trendy Paris chefs and foodies in general. This fact struck home when I walked into the Macknade Farm Shop near Faversham in Kent, England, some time ago and discovered a great heap of Négresse for sale under the name Truffle potato. Négresse is a potato with many synonyms: Vitelotte Noir, Lila Susanne, and Truffe de Chine to name just three. But it is the link with truffles that points to its culinary value, for this is indeed a potato that tastes like a truffle. It can be steamed so that it holds its deep blue-black color inside, but no matter how it is cooked its nutty taste comes through. It is the cheapest truffle I know of and one of the easiest to grow.


  
    [image: Image] Négresse is a potato with many synonyms. But it is the link with truffles that points to its culinary value, for this is indeed a potato that tastes like a truffle.

  


  The plants themselves are also quite ornamental. They grow about twenty-two inches tall on dark black-brown stems. The young leaves are tinged with black; the flowers by contrast are clear, snowy white. The leaves are closer in shape to those of an ash tree than to more common potatoes, so the entire plant stands out no matter where it is situated in the garden. Only the black potato called Congo, which has sky-blue flowers, cuts a similar figure among the vegetables, but poor Congo has bitter skin and cannot compete with Négresse for blue-ribbon flavor.


  NUÑAS OR POPPING BEANS


  [ Bolivia and Ecuador ]


  


  BOTANICAL NAME: Phaseolus vulgaris, subspecies nuñas


  FAMILY: Fabaceae


  [image: Image]


  Nuñas is a Spanish American adaptation of ñuño, a word of Araucan Indian origin used in Chile, Peru, and Ecuador to designate several different types of wild plants, but specifically it is a word for a type of native pole bean that pops. My first exposure to this amazing and tasty bean (pronounced noon-YAS) occurred in England one gray, cold, January day as I was walking through the greenhouse of my friend Ulrike Paradine. Ulrike has the most remarkable ability to track down rare and exotic plants and then grow them. There, high above the English Channel with wintry gales blowing outside, were bean vines in full bloom and coming to pod in great profusion. The first thing that separates the nuñas from the common bean is that it must have short winter days in order to bloom. Since it is self-fertile (like most beans), it will thrive in cool winter greenhouses in the Northern Hemisphere. In its high-altitude homeland, it is planted in cool, frost-free valleys during the winter. It has been cultivated like that for well over two thousand years.


  There are innumerable varieties of nuñas. I ordered a fifty-pound sack from Peru, and sorted out at least thirty different types. The variety I like most has rose-speckled seeds, a fragrant white flower, and vines that twine to about twelve feet in length. One other thing: nuñas develop fat tuberous roots similar to runner beans, so they can actually be raised as perennials. For pot culture they are ideal. It used to be that poinsettias only bloomed in the summer and that chrysanthemums blossomed in November well after nipping frosts. Breeders have corrected these flaws, and the same should be done with nuñas because this is a bean with huge culinary possibilities.


  
    [image: Image] Its primary purpose is for popping. Heated in a hot iron skillet, the beans burst open with a hefty cracking sound that releases the beans from their skins.

  


  Its primary purpose is for popping. Heated in a hot iron skillet, the beans burst open, not exactly like popcorn but with a hefty cracking sound that releases the beans from their skins. The texture is somewhat dry and nutty, fragrant, and similar to toasted peanuts. Once popped, the beans can be eaten as a snack, combined with other foods (e.g., added to stir-fries), or ground and added to cornmeal or flour. As flour they add good flavor to tortillas, cornbreads, cookies, and even cakes. Of course, they can always be soaked and boiled like any other bean. They are meatier than the meatiest New England baking beans, and when prepared in casseroles with cheese and a crisp Chilean wine, they make a perfect one-pot meal.


  OAXACAN GREEN DENT CORN


  [ Mexico ]


  


  BOTANICAL NAME: Zea mays


  FAMILY: Poaceae


  [image: Image]


  When I hold the fat cobs of this corn in my hand, with its variegated shades of chartreuse, lime green, and emerald blue, my mind turns immediately to the colorful Blue House of Diego Rivera and Frida Kahlo. Their vision of Mexico, expressed so vividly in the brilliant colors of their paintings, seems to draw its intensity from a native palette expressed in this corn. Raised by the Zapotec Indians of Oaxaca since pre-Columbian times, green dent exemplifies all that is most Indian and yet modern and vibrant in Mexican culture. Its greenness is like the green in the Mexican flag and the green rice Mexicans prepare for fiestas and the very greenness of the corn plant itself.


  Oaxaca has provided my garden with many culinary treasures, among them the Mixtec tomato, tomate calabacito rojo; the calabacito morado, a dark brown-and-green pleated tomato so perfectly suited for salsas; and a homely cactus with honey-flavored fruit called reina de noche. Then there is this distinctive corn that makes the greenest tamale flour around, for that is its primary use in Oaxaca. It came to me on a whim. I am always looking for new ways to prepare traditional dishes. The thought of grinding my own green grits was enticing enough, but when I ground the corn to flour, culinary enchantment took hold.


  
    [image: Image] Oaxacan Green is a dent corn, for when the kernels are completely dry they are wrinkled or indented, a feature found on many sweet corns.

  


  Oaxacan Green is a dent corn, or “she” corn, as many Indians refer to it, for when the kernels are completely dry they are wrinkled or indented, a feature found on many sweet corns. The cobs are not very large, ranging from six to eight inches long, and the plants are often no taller than six feet. Yet it is the rich corn flavor that stands high above other corns, and I can well understand why the Zapotecs have valued this old landrace so much. Grown in combination with a pipián (squash) and beans—flor de mayo is a good one— the corn patch takes on the air of an ancient Aztec dream. When harvested young, when it is still milky, the sugary-sweet corn may be boiled in delicious stews with chayote, plantains, and lots of green chiles. Savor it with pulque, a Mexican beverage fermented from the juice of magueys, and be certain to serve it on a starry night when the coralitas throw their fragrant pink flowers over the terrace walls in wild abandon. This is the true taste of Mexico.


  PEACH BLOW POTATO


  [ United States ]


  


  BOTANICAL NAME: Solanum tuberosum


  FAMILY: Solanaceae


  [image: Image]


  Perhaps it is the attractive early American name, perhaps it is the simple, straightforward good flavor, but the Peach Blow potato has worked its way into my culinary repertoire and it has never once disappointed me. It is hands down the most popular potato grown by historic museum sites in the United States. Wherever you go, be it a fort or plantation, a general’s headquarters, or workshop village, more likely than not Peach Blow will be the potato found growing in the kitchen garden. It is the best-kept culinary secret in the museum world.


  For shear breadth of historic persona, this potato has little competition. I think the museum curators like it because it has a beguiling name, a pretty flower, and it is old enough to pass muster as “historically accurate” for most given sites. Yet I wonder if they realize just how loaded this potato is with ghosts of the past. Good ghosts, mind you, but lots of them. This is not an old-time potato like Garnet Chili or Beauty of Hebron (page 24), which had their genealogical papers stamped and sealed by commercial approval. Farmers grew it long before seed companies perfected the art of blazing headlines and chromos of sweet little girls toying with the season’s latest novelties. No, Peach Blow began on a riverbank, and rather anonymously at that.


  
    [image: Image] Peach Blow is planted when the peach trees blow, and their billowing flowers serve as a positive reminder that the potato will be ready to dig just about the same time peaches come in season.

  


  Let us start with Long John. This was a potato raised by Indians on the Platte River somewhere between Missouri and the Rocky Mountains back at the beginning of the nineteenth century. The exact location of their encampment has never been determined. When asked how they came to possess a potato called Long John, they said it came from the Spanish, meaning the Mexicans; but it was American trappers who gave it its name. Long John was sent East, where it was planted by growers in Ohio, New York, and New Jersey who then sold it under the names Long Red (in reference to its red skin) and Merino, a foreign breed of sheep that came into popularity during the 1820s. Calling a thing Merino in the 1820s was like labeling something fiberoptic or intergalactic today.


  When potatoes blossom, they often produce berries called seed bags (the berries resemble tiny eggplants), and they are one of the basic keys to understanding how Peach Blow came into being. Long John, alias Long Red and Merino, produced a seed bag that when planted yielded a new variety called Western Red. It in turn produced a seedling called Peach Blow. Since this seedling potato appeared on a farm in New Jersey, some seedsmen referred to it as Jersey Peach Blow, but that name never became popular. This new variety possessed flesh that was snowy white and mealy, which is why so many early American cooks liked to make bread with it (and pancakes and doughnuts and dumplings and just about everything else that could be improved with an extra boost of mashed potatoes).


  Peach Blow is planted when the peach trees blow, and their billowing flowers serve as a positive reminder that the potato will be ready to dig just about the same time peaches come in season—two gifts of the American harvest that no cook should be without.


  PEPINO DULCE MELON


  [ South America ]


  


  BOTANICAL NAME: Solanum muricatum


  FAMILY: Solanaceae


  [image: Image]


  The French botanist Michel Dunal gathered together one of the earliest scientific examinations of this tropical plant in his 1813 treatise on solanums, but he was not the first to describe it. Earlier botanists often referred to the plant as the laurel-leafed eggplant, and in South America, where it originates, it went by a wide variety of vernacular names, including pepo and pepino de la tierra in Peru. Today it is generally referred to as pepino dulce (little sweet cucumber) or in English as the pepino melon or pepino pear. It is neither melon nor pear but rather a South American relative of both the eggplant and potato.


  The plant was first brought to the attention of European horticulturists in 1714 when Père Feuillée described it in his voyage to Peru on behalf of the king of France. It was later discussed in greater scientific detail in 1785 by André Thouin, gardener to the king of France, who is credited with its introduction into Europe. Its presumed genetic homeland is Central America, where there are hundreds, if not thousands, of cultivars; this is a plant very much like the potato in that its seed produces new varieties rather than growing true to the old parent.


  
    [image: Image] The plant was first brought to the attention of European horticulturists in 1714 when Père Feuillée described it in his voyage to Peru on behalf of the king of France.

  


  The pepino dulce was introduced into the United States in 1882 from Guatemala by Gustav Eisen of the California Academy of Sciences. Eisen was a great enthusiast of the melon pear (as he called it) and even went as far as comparing its flavor to the highly expensive liqueur called Pear Williams—a bit of a stretch. In any case, Eisen instilled so much enthusiasm in California growers that the pepino dulce soon became common in the areas around Pasadena and Santa Barbara. However, the fruit never proved an economic success because each seed produced a fruit quite different from the others; thus some plants yielded pepinos that were sweet while others were bitter and tough. Nevertheless, the afficionados who grew it maintained a certain cult quality about their activities and styled themselves pépiniéristes, as though they alone were the only high priests capable of growing this “sacred” fruit to perfection.


  The secret is easy. Once a plant that produces delectable fruit is found, growers reproduce it from cuttings rather than from seed. This is essentially how all the best varieties of pepino dulce are propagated today. There are now about nine commercial cultivars singled out for their culinary qualities. Some have been developed in Chile, others in New Zealand, and a small handful have been bred in the United States, mostly on the West Coast. The basic flavor of the wild fruit is similar to banana skins, with a wide range of tastes, from extremely bitter to soapy, to refreshing cucumber or pleasantly sweet like a pineapple. The seed variability is perfect for those wanting to create new varieties and tastes, and the seeds are no more difficult to germinate than those of tomatoes. But there are always a lot of culls because most of the plants grown from seed will yield bitter fruits like the wild ones.


  The fruit varies in shape, but most are rather long, smooth, and striped with purple or violet. The plants themselves resemble small sage bushes and are thus best cultivated in tubs so that the decorative fruit can droop over the sides. The leaves are generally small, ranging from a shape reminiscent of common sage, to types with leaves that do indeed look like potato leaves. Some fruit is white or green; others will color dark purple when exposed to the sun or even ripen yellow.


  Pepinos add a deliciously tropical touch to any menu and make an interesting patio plant because they are self-fertile and thus bear fruit year round. However, they are heavy feeders like the tomatoes, so they must be kept well fertilized. Moreover, being tropical, they must be brought indoors during cold weather— which will only ensure that they continue blooming and producing delicious fruit all winter.


  PERSIAN CHICKPEA


  [ Iran ]


  


  BOTANICAL NAME: Cicer arietinum


  FAMILY: Fabaceae


  [image: Image]


  The challenge of a good kitchen garden is to determine the limits, that is, just how far can one test the climate and soil. I had never grown chickpeas until I acquired this one, and I have satisfied my intuition that gardeners, in the northeastern part of the country at least, have not explored the full range of things that they can grow. This is because the selection of chickpeas to choose from is enormous, from popping chickpeas and black-seeded varieties to the large Italian sorts with a flavor like chestnuts. We seem to imagine that chickpeas are strictly Mediterranean even though the Pennsylvania Germans grew two sorts in the eighteenth century. The colonial Germans used chickpeas in home remedies—the soup was thought to increase milk in nursing mothers—and also employed them in winter porridges. One of the sorts was described as “red” (actually red brown) and this is what inspired me to try the Iranian chickpea that resembles the desi-type red chana of India.


  Desi is an Indian term generally used by growers in the United States to qualify by type the small-seeded chickpeas that are eaten both green like a pea or dried for later cooking. They are widely used in India and Iran for dumplings and pastelike dips. If the Iranian chickpea could thrive in the high, arid plateaus of central Iran, then surely it would have no trouble adjusting to a dry spot in my garden. That is the secret of growing good chickpeas—they do not require much water.


  
    [image: Image] The colonial Germans used chickpeas in home remedies and also employed them in winter porridges.

  


  My luck was in starting small, for this small-seeded Iranian variety is far more drought tolerant, disease-free, and more abundantly productive than many of the larger commercial varieties grown in other parts of the United States. It is toughened to the environment because it is a landrace from the Iranian countryside, and like the Ethiopian yellow lentil (page 78) it forms a cornerstone in the diet of Iran’s rural poor. It is toasted as a snack. It is boiled with lamb, onions, and limes in simple country soups, or for more elegant preparations it can be cooked and served in spinach puree with pomegranate seeds. Of course, there are also the famed polow dishes made with long-grained Sadri rice. Mixed with cooked red chickpeas, toasted walnuts, pistachios, and saffron, the utter frugality of the ingredients evoke a certain classic order as voluptuous and intense as the brushstrokes of a Persian miniature.


  PETALUMA GOLD RUSH BEAN


  [ United States ]


  


  BOTANICAL NAME: Phaseolus vulgaris


  FAMILY: Leguminosae


  [image: Image]


  The aromas of a California gold rush camp are in the air when you cook up a pot of these delicious, meaty beans. Not only are they the rugged baking bean par excellence (and ideal for everything from bean dips to cassoulets), here is a bean with a classic sense of history that is right up there with the Yam potato (page 268) and the Khiva cucumber (page 123).


  Grown for over 150 years by the Azevedo family of Petaluma, California, the Gold Rush bean first appeared on the San Francisco market in the early 1840s. Its promoter was an Azevedo who jumped ship from a whaler in 1840 and started up a vegetable ranch near San Francisco. He later moved his produce business to Petaluma—hence the bean’s name. Azevedo’s brother remained on the whaler, and every time he came back into port he brought seeds from South America for the ranch. The Gold Rush bean is said to have originated in Peru, so doubtless its genealogy traces back even farther to the days of the conquistadors or even to the Incas. In fact, the bean may not come from Peru at all but from an even older area of northern Chile, for it is very similar to an arancauo bean that is thought to be the ancestor of several bean varieties. A brief history of the Petaluma bean appeared in an article in the Sunset Gardener in 1997 in response to information supplied by Adeleine Azevedo Frye, a great-granddaughter of the California settler.


  
    [image: Image] The Gold Rush bean first appeared on the San Francisco market in the early 1840s.

  


  Since the Petaluma bean is marbled and speckled, most bean growers would categorize it as a horticultural type in reference to the so-called wren’s egg appearance associated with the London Horticultural bean introduced into the United States in the 1820s (for more on that, refer to the South African sugar bean on page 229). However, the Petaluma Gold Rush bean differs somewhat from this old standard horticultural profile.


  The seed is flat, kidney shaped, and has deep tan color. It is profusely speckled and striped with maroon markings, giving it an appearance similar to some of the popular New England baking beans like Vermont Cranberry or Early Mohawk. The Gold Rush bean is a prolific producer on eight- to ten-foot vines. The pale violet flowers quickly transform themselves into tiny snap beans that are at their tenderest when three to three and a half inches long. Otherwise, the mature four-and-one-half-inch pods yield about six beans per pod. I mention these dry beans in particular because they are what makes the Petaluma so special. No matter how they are cooked, they retain a hearty meatiness and rich flavor that certainly must have appealed to the hungry prospectors years ago. Not only that, they move quite effortlessly into upscale recipes of the present. If I were to recommend a bean for refried recipes that actually improves with a dash of red wine, then the Petaluma Gold Rush bean is surely the one to plant in kitchen gardens all over the California wine country. But why stop there? …


  PROFUSION SORREL


  [ Canada ]


  


  BOTANICAL NAME: Rumex acetosa


  FAMILY: Polygonaceae


  [image: Image]


  Sorrel is not one of those vegetables most likely to strike soaring sentiments in the hearts of poets, yet it has played an important role in Western cookery since the Middle Ages. Without Patience Dock, the dainty little Buckler-Leaf sorrel, and old-fashioned Osielle de Belleville (a variety de Combles mentioned in 1749 in his L’école du jardin potager), the cookery of eighteenth-century Europe would have been very dull indeed because sorrel was employed copiously in soups, green stocks, fish sauces, and salads intended to pique the appetite. The seeds were even used in medicine to treat bloody flux (dysentery). In other words, no kitchen garden was complete without it.


  Today sorrel figures in many high-style recipes because its tart, lemony flavor was rediscovered during the 1970s as part of the movement now generally called nouvelle cuisine. We have since learned that this “nouvelle” cookery was in fact a return to old themes, and although the theories of this cooking style may be hashed and rehashed ad nauseum one of its happy side effects was the renewed attention given to old varieties of sorrel. Heirloom varieties like the golden Blonde de Lyon and the hardy narrowleafed Shchavel from Russia suddenly appeared on the most expensive menus. American chefs have not yet caught up with Osielle Sanguine, the rare French variety with red-tinged leaves and red veins—the rhubarb chard of the sorrel world—but they have discovered Profusion, and it is high time more people grew it.


  
    [image: Image] In the old days sorrel was employed in cookery to temper the effervescence of coursing blood.

  


  Profusion sorrel has no precise age. It is the product of some strange mutation that took place in a remote corner of France, where it remained out of the scrutiny of horticulturists for many, many years. Samples were sent by a French customer to Richter’s Herbs of Goodwood, Ontario, in the late 1980s. The Richters recognized that this obscure type of sorrel had definite marketing possibilities, so they grew and selected plants for commercial release in 1993. What Richters received was a sorrel without name, described only as “non-flowering.” This nonflowering feature is critically important to cooks and kitchen gardeners alike.


  Sorrel is generally treated as a spring and fall vegetable because warm weather causes it to bolt and flower. It is then bitter tasting and useless in the kitchen. Profusion never bolts. It is truly nonflowering, for it never produces flowers and therefore must be propagated by dividing the roots. Rather than running to seed, it simply produces fleshy lemony leaves all season long, even during droughts; thus it is a culinary dream come true. Since the plant grows in a tight mass, it is also a tidy potherb well suited for small gardens or as a border plant along paths.


  The trick to cooking with it is to blend it with another potherb that is less acidic—chard is a perfect match. I was once challenged to create a sorrel sauce for poached plaice, a handsome orange-speckled fish resembling flounder. I combined Profusion sorrel with an abundance of fresh tarragon leaves, white wine, Noilly Prat, fish fond (from boiled shrimp skins), and a little lemon juice. Right at the end, after pureeing it all, I added a little crème fraîche. This went under the plaice, not on it. Little dices of potato served along the side acted as a perfect counter to the tartness of the sorrel sauce. Garnish? Try finely minced Zwollsche Krul celery (page 287). If this does not convince your guests that Profusion sorrel is just about the most elegant thing you can serve with fish, then tell them that in the old days sorrel was employed in cookery to temper the effervescence of coursing blood, to dampen the flames of fermenting gall, and to resist pestilential contagions induced by surfeits of plethoric heat. Permit this to sink in for a few moments; then return to your glass of wine comfortable in the knowledge that you have given them a good dish of food and certain peace of mind.


  PSKEM RIVER GARLIC


  [ Uzbekistan ]


  


  BOTANICAL NAME: Allium longicuspis


  FAMILY: Alliaceae


  [image: Image]


  If cookery is constructed from trilogies of tastes, then this unique garlic joins the Cardon de Tours (page 38) and the Arran Victory potato (page 17) in a harmony of rich, nutty flavors. It is one of the most fragrant of all garlics that I have grown and it seems to improve in storage. It is the epitome of toasted nuts and butter joined to garlic, a true connoisseur’s garlic if there ever was one. Its exotic origin evokes the image of camel caravans wending their way across the dusty hills of central Asia. Traders have known for centuries that this is the homeland of the garlic, but only in the 1980s did anyone actually go into those barren midlands to explore the genetic diversity that exists there.


  The garlic that I am describing was found in the wild in the Pskem River gorge of Uzbekistan in July 1989. The Pskem River is located in a remote, desolate part of the country northeast of Tashkent known for its spectacular landscapes. The garlic was introduced into the United States through the efforts of its discoverer, John F. Swenson of Glenview, Illinois. Swenson was a member of a 1989 expedition sponsored jointly by the United States, Poland, and Russia that was sent into central Asia with the specific purpose of locating rare alliums for botanical collections in the sponsoring countries. Since then, John Swenson has done much to promote these unusual garlics in this country. Chester Aaron, a California grower, has done his part to multiply them commercially and to distribute them to garlic lovers throughout the United States.
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  Another hard-neck garlic brought back by the same expedition is the so-called Kitab garlic found in the mountains above Kitab, Uzbekistan. It is large bulbed with cloves spotted brown and purple. But perhaps the most singular of the finds was a garlic discovered in the Chatkal Reserve, also in Uzbekistan, a few years prior to the expedition. Dr. Igor Levichev of the Vavilov Institute in St. Petersburg, a taxonomist in the reserve before the breakup of the Soviet Union, found the garlic growing wild in the reserve at an extremely high altitude. Its hardiness, which seems to be shared by other Uzbeki garlics, may hold promising results for American gardeners in high-elevation areas. I have been growing all of these garlics since 1995 and they do well in my garden, even though I am only about six hundred feet above sea level. The interesting thing is that the Pskem River garlic has increased in size every year that I have planted it. Best of all, its flavor has remained clearly focused with the unmistakable aroma of toasted hazelnuts.


  PUMPKIN YAM SWEET POTATO


  [ United States ]


  


  BOTANICAL NAME: Ipomoea batatas


  FAMILY: Convolvulaceae


  [image: Image]


  True yams are an Old World tropical tuber belonging to the genus Dioscorea. Most members of this genus are toxic; a few are edible once they are cooked. Although real yams—the edible ones— come from Africa, many people in the Caribbean and American South call sweet potatoes “yams” due to the similarity of shape and culinary uses. This has given rise to a host of amusing folk names that blur the botanical distinctions among yams, potatoes, sweet potatoes, and pumpkins. Which brings us to the Pumpkin Yam, a moist-fleshed sweet potato that possesses the rich color of a pumpkin and the flavor of an African yam.


  The origins of this cultivar are hazy. A large-tubered variety of sweet potato called the Potato Yam, which produced tubers of two, three, and four pounds, was sent from Guadaloupe to Paris by M. Bernard de Luchet in 1833. Henri Vilmorin of the Paris seed firm, planted the tubers and brought them to flower, which he reported to the Horticultural Society of Paris in 1834. These plants produced seeds, which were then distributed among various growers to see whether new, improved varieties might result. Pumpkin Yam may be one of the transAtlantic products of this experiment, but to date there is no direct link. The earliest reference thus far to Pumpkin Yam appears in 1868 in William White’s Gardening for the South. It is then mentioned regularly in Southern agricultural literature and was highly regarded as a sweet potato for puddings and pies, especially among Southern blacks. Unfortunately, as the number of black farmers declined, Pumpkin Yam became rarer and rarer, until by the 1990s only a very few people were growing it. Happily, this situation has changed.


  
    [image: Image] Pumpkin Yam is endowed with a sweet, pumpkin-like flavor and mellows wonderfully when allowed to age in the warm sun after it is harvested.

  


  The Pumpkin Yam that I acquired for my collection came from Goshen, Indiana, where it had been cultivated for at least ninety years. The flesh is a rich yellow orange, and the tubers are the same size as the old Potato Yam of Guadaloupe but free of lumps and ridges. True to its name, Pumpkin Yam is endowed with a sweet, pumpkinlike flavor and mellows wonderfully when allowed to age in the warm sun after it is harvested. The bronzed leaves are somewhat ornamental as well, so this is just one more reason that this sweet potato looks so good when raised in terrace planters, especially if it is interplanted with Margarita, the chartreuse-leafed sweet potato now widely grown as an ornamental. The leaves of both varieties are edible and may be used raw in salads or cooked as greens—a nice visual combination.


  PURPLE CAPE BROCCOLI


  [ South Africa ]


  


  BOTANICAL NAME: Brassica oleracea


  FAMILY: Brassicaceae


  [image: Image]


  I am not certain people realize that many broccolis are at least a year old when they eat them. Like other cabbages, broccoli usually requires two years to come to flower, and it is the flower that we are eating. The name itself is Italian, deriving from broccolo, a cabbage shoot. Thus broccoli is nothing more than a stem of cabbage with its flower head almost ready to open. If we allowed them to bloom, the flowers would be waxy yellow and fragrant. Butterflies adore them.


  Anyone who grows broccoli must view it in the long term, since seed planted in April of one year may not produce a broccoli harvest until April or May of the following season. Because broccoli can be treated as an ornamental cabbage while it matures in the garden, our interest then turns toward those varieties with unusual colors, and for this purpose the Purple Cape broccoli is perfect. Its color is purple green, although some plants can be tinged with violet or blue. It is also compact, so it does not crowd the plants around it, and because there are early as well as late strains it can be made to flower continuously from April into early June. Although the ribs of the leaves are bright purple, the whole plant turns green when cooked.


  This old variety of broccoli was introduced into England about 1808 from the Cape of Good Hope, hence its common name as Cape broccoli. The Honorable Marmaduke Dawney was the first to grow it on his estate in Surrey, and it became an immediate sensation. It is quite frost hardy, which means that it does not have to be dug up and protected over the winter, although I get much finer plants when I overwinter them in cold frames. I might add that Dawney’s broccoli also caused a huge controversy because members of the Royal Horticultural Society sent to Italy for broccoli seed and what they got back was Purple Cape. So although the broccoli is called Purple Cape, its real origins are probably Italian. For this reason, it is sometimes called Purple Sicilian, the implication being that Sicily is thought to be its true genetic homeland. That issue has not been settled.
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  During the 1830s Purple Cape gave rise to Green Cape, and by the early 1840s there was even a Pink Cape broccoli, plus a host of other varieties competing for exoticness. I will mention only Egyptian, Maltese, and Myatt’s Cream. The latter variety was developed by Joseph Myatt, the same plant breeder who created Victoria rhubarb on page 248. The point I should like to make is that over the years broccolis have come and gone. Seed catalogs are still bursting with new and highly vaunted varieties, but in the end nothing has replaced the steadfast goodness of old Purple Cape. It is perennially reliable, and when picked fresh from the garden its flavor is head and hands above anything sold in the supermarket. It is so sweet and succulent that it can be eaten raw, and if a few of the flowers are beginning to bloom there will be a slight hint of honey that adds its own mysterious fragrance to stir-fries and salads.


  PURPLE SAVOYED ORACHE


  [ Romania ]


  


  BOTANICAL NAME: Atriplex hortensis


  FAMILY: Chenopodiaceae
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  Many people have seen this vegetable in salad mixes and have eaten it not realizing that orache (pronounced OR-ach) has a long, long history as a cultivated plant. It is sometimes called Mountain Spinach due to its spinachlike flavor, but it is less acidic, easier to digest, and much easier to grow. Eighteenth-century American kitchen gardens were graced with several kinds, a succulent yellow (actually chartreuse green), a crimson red, a dark green, and even a purple. Orache was often combined with sorrel to temper the sourness of the sorrel, but used alone it is perfectly agreeable in salads, soups, mixes of cooked greens, and stuffings. In his 1699 Acetaria, English horticulturalist John Evelyn noted that “the tender Leaves are mingl’d with other cold Salleting; but ’tis better in Pottage.” Unfortunately, he did not enter a recipe for orache in his own personal cookbook (which has since been edited by Christopher Driver in the now famous John Evelyn, Cook), so we are left to our own devices as to how it was prepared.


  The great herbal of Pennsylvania apothecary Christopher Sauer treated orache in the section printed in 1775 (the herbal was printed in installments over a sixteen-year period). Carrying through on the theme of “cold Salleting,” he advocated that people with cold, feeble stomachs not eat orache because its cold, watery nature would encourage dropsy and jaundice. However, Sauer was quite content to boil it as a foot bath to relieve sore feet. Certain health food authors today have promoted the use of orache seeds in breads and muffins, but Sauer pointed out that the seed was an excellent purgative—in both directions!
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  The Purple Savoyed, which has been in circulation since the late 1970s, is perhaps the most visually spectacular of all the different oraches under cultivation. It was found in Romania, where farmers still grow it as a vegetable in the remote mountain villages. Although orache is native to most of the Eurasian continent, this particular cultivar evolved in isolation so that its distinctive features became more and more pronounced. The Romanians cook it like spinach, but unlike spinach it thrives during the heat of summer and can be harvested continuously until it runs to seed. It is now quite popular as a landscaping plant, especially when interplanted with Michaelmas daisies. Its rumpled leaves, the color of old port, resemble Victorian plush velvet and provide a striking visual link with its distant Carpathian homeland.


  PURPLE YAUTIA


  [ Latin America ]


  


  BOTANICAL NAME: Xanthosoma violaceum


  FAMILY: Araceae


  [image: Image]


  Yautia (pronounced jow-TEE-ya) is a Spanish American word derived from Mayan yaaj, which, depending on how it is used, means “wound,” “poison,” “tea,” or “mouth.” Taken together, it is plain to see that the ancient uses of this New World plant were both medicinal and culinary. The Aztecs of Mexico called it quequeste in reference to the caustic poison found in all parts of the uncooked plant (cooking destroys the poison).


  To the untrained eye, the yautia plant resembles taro, yet on closer inspection there is a definite difference in growth habit and the shape of the leaves. Furthermore, the corms of yautia are somewhat oblong in shape and smaller, generally weighing about six ounces—the normal weight when sold in the market. The stems of the purple yautia are indeed purple black and the leaves violet green. Without a doubt, it is a perfect ornamental for a poolside or any moist location in the garden.


  When I first decided to grow this very handsome vegetable, I had to order corms from a hothouse specializing in rare tropical plants. The growers had no idea that yautia was edible, and I politely pointed out that it could be found in any Latin American market for less than a dollar. However, my need was their gain. Once the plants were established in a planter along the wall of my house (which happens to be an eighteenth-century shade of orange), the striking beauty of purple yautia set in and I could not bear to cook them.


  
    [image: Image] Without a doubt, it is a perfect ornamental for a poolside or any moist location in the garden.

  


  The only problem with yautia is the vast confusion that reigns over its identification, particularly in markets. Some islanders in the Caribbean call it tannia, whereas others call it malanga. In Puerto Rico, where yautia is consumed in large quantities, it is the white species (Xanthosoma sagittifolium) that is most commonly found in stores. This is also the species sold by Asian green grocers. But the purple one is special, and its delicate color adds a unique touch to any dish in which it is included.


  Throughout Central America, the purple yautia is ubiquitous and used like a potato in cookery, especially in regions where potatoes or taro are difficult to grow. The texture, however, is much finer than a potato and the flavor more delicate, which is why many Latino mothers use it as baby food. For mixing yautia and potatoes of different colors in salads, the purple species is ideal, and when it is used in combination with some of the colorful beans so popular in Latin America it is possible to create a menu with a rainbow of exciting colors and tastes.


  The plants can be overwintered in a greenhouse or on a sunny windowsill. Otherwise, they can be dug up in the fall and stored like dahlias for planting the following spring. They store well, but count them carefully, because there is always a temptation to dip into seed stocks for some hearty cooking on a cold winter day.


  QUEEN OF THE EARLIES TOMATO


  [ Germany ]


  


  BOTANICAL NAME: Lycopersicon lycopersicum


  FAMILY: Solanaceae
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  Tomatoes have never been as popular in Germany as they are in the United States. Even though some of the first tomatoes depicted in botanical books were grown in German plant collections during the Renaissance, the cool climate has always worked against tomato growing and limited the choices of German kitchen gardeners. It was not until after the unification of Germany in the 1870s that German plant breeders turned their attention to tomatoes and began developing varieties better adapted to their climate. Compared with the output of such American tomato breeders as Alexander Livingston (1822–1898), that list of German varieties is noticeably short. However, one very special variety stands out above the rest.


  Its original German name is Königin der Frühen (Queen of the Earlies). In France, it became Reine des Hàtives and it debuted on the scene in 1898. The Viennese seed company of Wolfner & Weisz announced the appearance of this new tomato with considerable fanfare and a gorgeously drawn illustration showing the fruit with its distinctive shape. Here we must pause to translate into Viennese, since they call tomatoes Paradiesäpfel (apples of Paradise), an old-fashioned word for tomato that also appears in Hungarian as paradicsom alaku (tomato shaped) when describing flat tomato-shaped peppers. The linguistic complexities of the old Austro-Hungarian Empire become obvious and add their own layer of murkiness over the origins of many old heirlooms from that part of Europe.
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  Exactly how Queen of the Earlies came about remains somewhat hazy. There was a red American tomato called Queen that appeared in 1885, but much earlier than that (in 1875) the seed firm of David Landreth and Sons of Philadelphia listed a red German tomato called König der Frühen (King of the Earlies), and doubtless he was meant to be the consort for this newer and rather attractive introduction.


  The thing that I like about Königin der Frühen is the size and shape. The three-inch diameter fruit hangs in clusters of two or three, sometimes even four fruits. It is dull orange red in color, very smooth, almost waxy in feeling, well shaped, and somewhat flat. It is a nice size for salads and sandwiches, and because it is not large like the beefsteak types now so popular it is not given to cracking and some of the other maladies affecting oversized tomatoes. It also has an interesting sweet flavor, a rather smooth, silky texture, and sports a whitish-yellow variant form called Goldene Königin, which is the same shape.


  In terms of early-ripening heirloom tomatoes, Königin der Frühen is indeed early, for it matures the same time as Chalk’s Early Jewel and June Pink—both American heirlooms from roughly the same period. Among the German heirlooms, its earliness is comparable to Haubners Vollendung (Haubner’s end-all), a small heart-shaped variety excellent for cooking, and Rheinlands Ruhm (fame of the Rhineland), a small, round red variety with a sweet-tasting yellow seed mass. All three of these red German tomatoes were developed for cool climate conditions and may be grown with relative success even in rainy areas like Portland, Oregon.


  RED BRAZIL SWEET POTATO


  [ Brazil ]


  


  BOTANICAL NAME: Ipomoea batatas


  FAMILY NAME: Convolvulaceae
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  Red Brazil was introduced into the United States about 1870 along with a white-skinned variety that has now become famous under the name Southern Queen. James Fritz noted in his Sweet Potato Culture (1902 edition) that Red Brazil was more commonly called Brazilian Yam, at least in the South, and this had led to some confusion, for a yam it is not. Red Brazil possess unmistakable rose-red skin. Its tubers are long and deep rooted. They vary in size from three to four pounds, much like Pumpkin Yam, but it is the taste that is special. The flesh is pale lemon yellow; the flavor, rich and scented with vanilla. There are few sweet potatoes with as tropical a taste as this one, and we must thank the Wylie House Historic Garden Project in Bloomington, Indiana, for maintaining this delightful old variety for growers and collectors alike.


  Cooks who are accustomed to drowning sweet potatoes in brown sugar and marshmallows must rethink their strategy when confronted with this flavorful variety. I can recall eating my first white sweet potato pie one New Year’s Day on the Eastern Shore of Maryland. The sweet potatoes were Red Brazils. It was an extraordinary culinary treat with the texture of cheesecake and subtly flavored with rosewater, nutmeg, and brandy. Red Brazil deserves this kind of treatment. Forget the brown sugar. If anything, use a liqueur, something rich and sweet like the Licoco of Santo Domingo, which is something akin to old rum further aged inside a coconut. These are the tastes that enhance Red Brazil. Another possibility is to grill these potatoes, and as they are brought hot to the table brush them lightly with honey and scatter a little high-proof rum over them. Light them in a fire-resistant dish and let them caramelize. If the shrimps are spicy and the pineapples fresh, the flaming sweet potatoes will carry the feast.
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  RE UMBERTO TOMATO


  [ Italy ]


  


  BOTANICAL NAME: Lycopersicon lycopersicum


  FAMILY: Solanaceae
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  My great-great-grand-father and his wife traveled to Europe in 1878 to see the Paris Exhibition and take in the many wonders of this great world’s fair. Somewhere in the house there is a scrapbook with postcards of marble statuary, naked nymphs diving into enormous clam-shells, mammoth German oil paintings of dead elks and hares, and avenues of potted palms shading flower beds laid out like stitched needlework. My great-great-grandmother must have been shocked by all that golden opulence because there are only checkmarks in her Baedecker indicating the hotels where they stayed. Not even an exclamation point. Strange too, there is no mention of the horticultural part of the exhibition, which certainly must have held some interest for these American bumpkins from Lancaster, Pennsylvania. I mention this because Re Umberto was there, both the king and his tomato.


  Umberto I was king of Italy from 1878 to 1900. In a fit of patriotism, an Italian tomato appeared in his honor. Perhaps it is only in Italy where a sauce tomato is deemed worthy of a coronation; if so, then at least this is proof that some Italians had their culinary priorities in the right place. We must set this sentiment, however, against the fact that the court cuisine of Umberto I, including the wine, was French. Not even the royal menus were written in Italian. Thus it is probably safe to say that king’s tomato did more to raise Italian consciousness about the national cuisine than the royal court. It is a tomato that deserves an award.
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  Re Umberto is a small paste tomato about the size and shape of one’s thumb, dull red, hanging in trusses of eight to nine fruits. It ripens in August and is a heavy cropper. Regardless of the hundreds of paste tomatoes that have come out since 1878, Re Umberto remains an Italian classic. Its flavor is unmatched, its productivity unequaled. It is also perfect for drying, and if nothing else it can be used as an ornamental vine to run over a fence.


  The French and English were quick to appreciate the merits of Re Umberto, for it appears with great regularity in seed catalogs and garden journals of both countries. However, it was slow to find favor in the United States. Philadelphia seedsman Henry A. Dreer was one of the first to recognize the popularity of this tomato back in Italy. By the early years of the 1900s, he was selling Re Umberto seed to Italian Americans in many parts of the United States. Dreer’s advertising was prophetic because he saw in Re Umberto an approaching Italian victory in the American kitchen: spaghetti sauce.


  RICE BEAN


  [ Hungary ]


  


  BOTANICAL NAME: Phaseolus vulgaris


  FAMILY: Fabaceae
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  The nineteenth century witnessed an explosion of vegetable varieties developed specifically for hothouse forcing. Even today, anyone flying into cities like Vienna or Budapest can see that the suburbs are dotted with hothouses that supply the city markets with locally grown, high-quality produce. However, forcing vegetables have special requirements of their own, since they are not designed for cultivation in open fields. The Hungarian rice bean is one of these yet its popularity was almost immediate following its introduction in the late 1870s.


  British growers call it Dwarf Hungarian kidney bean while the French refer to it as the haricot nain de Hongrie. The French are so fond of this tender miniature bean that they have developed a strain of their own called Comtesse de Chambord. This connection with the nobility is not horticultural fantasy, for rice beans were among the numerous exotic forcing vegetables grown in hothouses on great European estates. One might say that in this respect, the rice bean is a blue-blood vegetable, and it has remained a connoisseur’s bean ever since its introduction.
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  Since the bean plants are barely a foot tall, they are ideal for growing at countertop heights. The plants can be crowded together, and the more the beans are picked the more the bushes yield. The little pods, measuring about four to five inches long, make the most delicate haricots verts, and they remain tender for a very long time after picking. If the beans are planted outdoors, they will produce all summer. If they are raised in a greenhouse, they will crop all winter long because they are self-fertile. The bonus comes with the seeds, which are small, white, and as smooth as ivory. No overnight soaking is necessary, for they cook quickly, and like the Ekaterinoslav beans of Russia (page 76) they can be employed in a wide range of sophisticated dishes. This is a bean to combine with wild rice or to use in stuffings. In fact, it can be employed like rice for stuffing Hungarian peppers, served with crayfish pörkölt, or combined with tarhonya, the little dough dumplings that Hungarians serve with almost every meal.


  RISHAD CRESS


  [ Iraq ]


  


  BOTANICAL NAME: Lepidium sativum


  FAMILY: Brassicaceae
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  My old Iraqi friend Naël Aziz set about gathering together an impressive collection of seeds from his network of friends throughout the Middle East once he discovered my interest in North African and Near Eastern vegetables. It was from Naël that I received Egyptian favas, a rare Tunesian jujube bush, a Lebanese squash, Syrian beans, and this curious salad cress from Iraq. Writing to me in a mixture of French and English, but all composed in an ornately Arabic manner, letters arrived packed with wonderful seed treasures labeled, alas, in phonetic Arabic. “Beloved Weaver,” as I was always solemnly addressed, remained thoroughly puzzled because there was never an indication as to genus or species. Country people were hardly accustomed to identifying plants scientifically, so I was obliged to work backward. Rishad (pronounced ree-SHAD), therefore, was an unknown plant with small reddish seeds. It was not until I grew it that I discovered that it was a cress.


  Meanwhile, my pleas for help did bear fruit. I eventually learned that my Rishad seeds had come from Kut al-Imara, a desert town in Iraq’s Mesopotamian basin better known in that part of the world for its date palms and rice cookery. No one in Kut al-Imara knew the history of Rishad other than the fact that no one could remember when they had not grown it. They assumed that it was “ancient,” something handed down from Babylonia. Perhaps this belief has something to do with the fact that the people of Kut al-Imara sometimes eat Rishad on kubz tandur, a type of flatbread baked against the wall of a clay oven. Such primitive ovens have been used for baking bread for thousands of years. When the flatbread comes from the oven hot and limp, it is filled with such things as yogurt, grilled meat, Kurrat leeks, and chopped Rishad. It is easy to see how such an association would point to continuities stemming from ancient times.
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  One thing is apparent: Rishad is different from any other cress I have grown. I say this because the most common cresses we plant in this country are curly. Some gardeners also plant the flat-leafed Persian variety, but no one grows a cress that resembles the ferny leaves of carrots. It is this decorative aspect of Rishad that sets it apart, even though it is also a rich parsley green (many cresses are bluish or gray green). It is delectable inrice salads, especially when prepared Iraqi fashion with chopped apricots, nuts, and a dressing made with date vinegar. Perhaps the villagers are right in presuming that their cress is truly old, for it is out of the plain-leafed varieties that curly-leafed strains are created. Rishad may resemble the cresses known to the ancient Greeks and Romans, but this vitamin-rich plant is a godsend to the modern-day Iraqi population.


  ROSEVAL POTATO


  [ France ]


  


  BOTANICAL NAME: Solanum tuberosum


  FAMILY: Solanaceae
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  American bombs leveled Calais, France, during the course of two world wars, yet despite the massive destruction the people of Calais have preserved their Picard soul in their market. It was there one brisk January day that I discovered the Roseval (pronounced rose-VAAL) potato.


  The air was filled with the smell of freshly baked bread. There were pheasants, squabs, and hares hanging in tastefully arranged booths. There were carts of cheeses of untold variety. There were giant leeks and màche the size of small lettuces. But over to one side of the market square stood a small blue truck, rather muddy from a recent excursion down some back country lane. And beside it stood an old farmer in a dark blue smock. All around him French housewives pressed forward with shopping bags and baskets; their conversation was animated. I entered the fray and discovered potatoes that were smooth, cherry red, and rather flat. The shoppers considered them a great prize, and so they were. This is one of the tastiest French salad potatoes sought out by connoisseurs. It is also rather scarce.


  Roseval was developed in France and released commercially in 1950. This timing was doubtless chosen to coincide with the opening of English markets to French potatoes that same year. The English had refused to buy French potatoes since 1932, but Roseval did not appeal to English tastes. One of its parents, Rosa (the other parent was Vale), was trialed at Wisley in Kent during the war and subjected to a tasting at the Savoy Hotel in London in 1942. Imagine exacting Englishmen stationed at their crisp linen tables laid out with silver platters of cooked potatoes while overhead buzz bombs are zooming down on London. Hitler’s impudence was duly ignored, but Rosa was deemed waxy and this trait was carried down in Roseval. The English, unlike the French, do not like waxy potatoes.
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  In France, however, Roseval has replaced the old French variety Etoile du Nord. Its yellow flesh is good for boiling. Roseval’s complex flavor holds up even after over cooking, and it is a terrific match with wines made from the Müller-Thurgau grape, and just about anything sent out of Alsace. Chef Joël Robuchon singled it out as one of the preferred varieties for his 1994 collection of potato recipes. This is a potato to serve with goose liver paté, onion tarts, leeks, or, as they serve it in Calais, poached as a side dish with skate and a sauce flavored with raspberry vinegar. It is a potato that needs no garnish.


  ROUGE ET NOIR COWPEA


  [ United States ]


  


  BOTANICAL NAME: Vigna unguiculata


  FAMILY: Fabaceae
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  Rouge et noir (pronounced roojeh-NWAR) is the name of a gambling game played with cards. It was one of those French Creole games on which cotton fortunes were lost, plantations mortgaged, and slaves put up as collateral. This is also the name of an heirloom Cajun cowpea from Washington Parish, Louisiana, where it has been grown by the Lang family for many years. If there ever was a distant connection between the card game and these cowpeas, the link has been forgotten long ago, although many speculative suggestions linger on. One thing is certain: the cowpea ripens from red to black, and some of the peas remain red after drying. The visual mixture of red seeds and black may offer the simplest explanation regarding its name.


  In spite of its Deep South origins, Rouge et Noir thrives as far north as Pennsylvania and will probably do well in much of the Midwest. This is a bush-type cowpea with long pods containing up to eighteen peas in each, so it is every bit equal to Big Red Ripper, an heirloom cowpea with large red seeds. Rouge et Noir, however, starts out red in the shelly stage (like black bambaras) and then ripens dead black. The fat, young pods make excellent snap beans or additions to okra soup. The ripe seed is commonly toasted and used as a substitute for coffee, especially when mixed with chicory. The red, unripe shelly peas cook gray green with a hint of cinnamon or potato depending on the palate. In Louisiana they are often mixed with limas and green peanuts as a vegetable side dish.


  
    [image: Image] The ripe seed is commonly toasted and used as a substitute for coffee, especially when mixed with chicory.

  


  Another tasty way to treat this cowpea is to toast and grind it into coarse flour. Mix this with crab meat and form it into fritters or croquets to deep-fry and serve in jambalaya. Ground cowpeas can also be combined with ground toasted peanuts (see black pindar peanuts, (page 30), spiced with Tabasco, and deep-fried as dumplings to serve with dips and sauces.


  ROUGHWOOD GOLDEN PLUM TOMATO


  [ United States ]


  


  BOTANICAL NAME: Lycopersicon lycopersicum


  FAMILY: Solanaceae


  [image: Image]


  It was not my purpose to plug my own plant-breeding abilities when I began writing this book, but Roughwood Golden Plum has far exceeded my expectations and has made quite a name for itself among growers on the West Coast. This is a tomato that is meant for cooking. It is a paste tomato with a rich golden-orange color and a firm flesh that allows it to be used in a number of ways. It is ideal for pizzas or foccacias because it does not turn to mush when hot, and it makes a delicious, low-acid tomato sauce well tuned to the subtle flavors of fish, shellfish, and pasta dishes.


  My grandmother wanted a tomato that did not give her heartburn. This basic criterion is what led me to cross the San Marzano red plum tomato with Stone, an heirloom variety from 1891 noted for its firm flesh. The hybrid was then recrossed with the Yellow Brandywine tomato, the heirloom parent that gives Roughwood Golden Plum its color, flavor, and deep green leaves. I have sometimes described the leaves of Roughwood Golden Plum as potato leaf (like Yellow Brandywine), but the leaves are not as full as the Brandywine types. Yet they are identical in size and shape to the Early Ohio potato, an heirloom variety from the nineteenth century. I named the tomato after the Victorian name of my house and released it through Seed Savers Exchange in 1996.


  
    [image: Image] This is a tomato that is meant for cooking. It is ideal for pizzas or foccacias because it does not turn to mush when hot.

  


  The best strain of Roughwood Golden Plum is determinate, with most of the fruit ripening midseason. The vines are low and bushlike, ideal for field culture. This is also one of the most drought-resistant tomatoes on the market today, a great recommendation for areas where water conservation is a necessity. Finally, the tomato is resistant to whitefly, reducing the need for spraying. To me, a field tomato with environmentally friendly traits like this is the only way we are going to be able to balance healthy food with a healthy planet.


  SALADE DE RUSSIE LETTUCE


  [ Russia ]


  


  BOTANICAL NAME: Lactuca sativa


  FAMILY: Asteraceae


  [image: Image]


  Salade de Russie (pronounced sa-LAHD deh roo-SEE) is a cold-climate lettuce, one of those sturdy Victorian varieties developed to survive the harshest rigors of a far-north winter. The French claim it came from Russia, like the giant Russian scorzonera now so popular, and other cold-climate vegetables that caught the fancy of European growers in the 1870s and 1880s. Dominique Guillet, director of Terre de Semences, which maintains an amazing collection of old heirloom vegetables in France, sent me seed many years ago, long before Salade de Russie was available in the United States. It came in a lot of seed that included such attractive old-fashioned varieties as Oreilles du Diable (devil’s ears), Laitue Batavia (Batavia Blond), and many other rare saladings. There must have been twenty sorts, and they all proved to be quite beautiful from an ornamental standpoint. Yet it was evident that some were originally intended as spring lettuces, some as summer, and others as lettuces for cold frames during cold weather.


  Winter is a difficult season for many lettuces, but not for Salade de Russie. Its leaves are dark olive green with splashes of red brown. The plant resembles a radicchio, even to the texture of the leaves. Cool weather causes the leaves to redden so that there are areas of bronze overlaying the olive green. The undersides of the leaves turn violet rose. The whole composition is quite startling, especially when the garden is bathed in brilliant fall colors and the frilly heads of Salade de Russie have reached their full size—almost fourteen inches across. Frankly, they put ornamental kales to shame, and they are a lot easier to eat.


  
    [image: Image] Salade de Russie is a cold-climate lettuce, one of those sturdy Victorian varieties developed to survive the harshest rigors of a far-north winter.

  


  The resemblance to radicchio suggested to me that Salade de Russie would be a good sort of lettuce for hot dressings or for mixing with cresses, red radicchios, rockets, and other greens that might taste slightly bitter. The combination has proved excellent, and the contrast of colors and textures is truly striking. The perfect touch for company is to garnish the salad with large fragrant Russian violets, especially the old variety called Czar. They are pale blue and bloom in cold frames from September to May.


  SHAH OR MIKADO WHITE TOMATO


  [ United States ]


  


  BOTANICAL NAME: Lycopersicon lycopersicum


  FAMILY: Solanaceae


  [image: Image]


  Let me begin by stating that Shah is emphatically not a Persian tomato, nor is it Japanese, contrary to popular literature. The name Mikado would never be used in Japan in this manner, since this word refers to the imperial family and the Japanese would consider such a thing uncouth. Our Mikado hails from a Gilbert and Sullivan operetta that was popular at the time the tomato appeared on the market. Beyond this, the origins of Shah, alias Mikado White, become as convoluted as its pink parent.


  Peter Henderson & Company of New York claimed that Mikado came from a truck farmer near Jersey City. Other seed companies claimed that the tomato originated in Iowa. Field trials always equate Mikado with Turner’s Hybrid introduced by W. Atlee Burpee in 1886. Turner’s Hybrid is actually the pink form of Mikado, in short the same color as Brandywine, which was introduced in 1889. Let me add that Turner’s Hybrid was unstable when it was commercially released, and as a consequence it quickly broke out into several subtypes and color variants. One of these was the white tomato now called Shah, which has subsequently divided out into at least two strains.


  Field tests of Shah on Long Island during the summer of 1890 deemed it thin and watery. But this was due to unusually adverse growing conditions that year. This is a tomato that does best in dry climates. It is drought resistant and ripens three to four weeks earlier than any of the other Mikados or Brandywines to which it is closely related. It possesses the same long vines as the original hothouse strain of Brandywine, and some of the fruits are large like Yellow Brandywine. The gray-green leaves are also “potato” leaf in shape like the Brandywine tribe. It is the beefsteak fruit, however, that counts.


  
    [image: Image] Our Mikado hails from a Gilbert and Sullivan operetta that was popular at the time the tomato appeared on the market.

  


  The skin of the tomato is white or pale yellow, depending on one’s definition of whiteness. The flesh is white with a pale yellow seed mass; thus the tomato is not really snow white, but it is always whiter at the blossom end than on the shoulders. The flavor and texture are similar to Powers Heirloom, a lemon-shaped, white tomato from Scott County, Virginia: sweet and fruity with a hint of pears. Like Powers Heirloom, this is an excellent drying tomato with huge flavor that intensifies in the drying process. I cannot say that it looks as beautiful as Tomate Jaune Flammée when dried, but it certainly will win taste tests hands down.


  SHUNGIKU EDIBLE CHRYSANTHEMUM


  [ Japan ]


  


  BOTANICAL NAME: Chrysanthemum coronarium


  FAMILY: Asteraceae


  [image: Image]


  How this wild chrysanthemum from the Mediterranean managed to reach East Asia and become such a prized culinary dainty is a perennial puzzle to me. The ancient Greeks called it dios ophrya (eyebrows of Zeus), for the plant was thought to protect against demons and witchcraft. It was also used to decorate sanctuaries and representations of the gods, hence its common name, garland chrysanthemum. The ancient Greeks also ate the greens. In fact, Greeks continued to eat the greens down into the nineteenth century, a culinary application that must have reached the Japanese through trade with the Portuguese (who also ate the greens and gave the Japanese tempura). However it reached Japan, the garland chrysanthemum is now one of the most popular culinary greens in that country.


  The Japanese word shungiku (pronounced shun-GEE-koo) means “spring chrysanthemum,” but kikuna is also used. There are now many varieties, some with bicolored flowers, some with fernlike leaves, others with broad leaves or very mild flavor. The popular Japanese variety called Maiko is notable for its intensely dark green leaves. All of these varieties prefer cool weather, but in Japan they are grown year round in greenhouses. The aromatic leaves are eaten raw in salads and the tender shoots are added to stir-fries, soups, and tempura.


  
    [image: Image] The ancient Greeks called it dios ophrya (eyebrows of Zeus), for the plant was thought to protect against demons and witchcraft.

  


  In this country only one or two varieties are commonly available, and some gardeners raise them only for the decorative, daisylike flowers. These too are edible and can be dried for use during the winter, added fresh to tempura, or processed for herbal teas. Since the plant is annual, it must be replanted every year. Due to the interesting texture of its leaves and the pleasant yellow flowers, it makes an excellent accent plant when arranged in groups. Apartment dwellers can cultivate it in pots on a windowsill; snipping the greens will only encourage the plant to bush. I always make certain that there is a patch of this chrysanthemum in my garden. I like the flavor of the greens, and when poached and combined with the poached tendrils of parsley peas I have the makings of a balanced Zen salad.


  SNAILS


  [ Southern Europe ]


  


  BOTANICAL NAME: Medicago scutellata


  FAMILY: Leguminosae


  [image: Image]


  I love snails. Not the fat escargots that have invaded my garden and fallen upon my spring vegetables like a hoard of locusts but rather the charming little green snails that are conspicuous by their ability to hide even when planted right beside a border or path. This is an annual, creeping plant that is closely related to alfalfa (Medicago sativa) but which is not given much space in garden literature now that it has fallen out of fashion as a medicinal plant. It was first grown in England in the late 1500s, and we know that as early as 1754 William Logan of Pennsylvania was growing snails in this country, although it is not clear what use he intended for them.


  Under the old medical system of virtues and sympathies, snails were deemed cold and therefore useful as poultices for cooling inflammations. Writing in 1597, the English botanist John Gerard called them Medicke Fodder and Snail Claver, and pointed out that the seeds tasted like peas when cooked. It would, however, take a great many seeds to make a meal, for while they resemble lima beans in shape they are barely one-third the size of a cucumber seed.


  Snails are a wild plant native to southern Europe. They are called limaçons in France and caracols in Spain, and many people grow them for the amusement of their children. I suppose I am a child at heart. When I first saw snails growing around the base of an ancient marble Roman bathtub ornamenting a country garden near Verona many years ago, the urge came upon me that this I must have. The culinary possibilities were obvious.


  
    [image: Image] They are called limaçons in France and caracols in Spain, and many people grow them for the amusement of their children.

  


  If the pods are picked while they are green and tender, they can be steamed or poached and employed as garnishes. They can be scattered over salads or even tossed in with brined vegetables to give the mixture added visual appeal. I have even tried pickling them like capers and then using them in sauces for fish. No matter how they are prepared, green snails will elicit comments from dinner guests and launch table conversation in the direction of gustatory discourse. It always works.


  SPOTTED ALEPPO LETTUCE


  [ Syria ]


  


  BOTANICAL NAME: Lactuca sativa


  FAMILY: Asteraceae


  [image: Image]


  Philip Miller was not the first plantsman to discuss Aleppo lettuce, but in the 1731 edition of his Gardener’s Dictionary he provided a few comments on growing it. He noted that it was much appreciated “for the beauty of its spotted leaves” but that later in the season other lettuces were preferred, including Silesia, Brown Dutch, Imperial, White Cos, and Red Capuchin, all varieties that are still available today. It has been suggested that Dr. William Sherrard (1659–1728), British consul at Smyrna from about 1703 to 1718, was the first to send out seed for this lettuce, but this has not been adequately documented. All that can be said with certainty is that the lettuce sent to Europe came from Aleppo, Syria, and that it was evidently a variety that had been grown in Syria for a long time. It is a cos type, or romaine as we call it in the United States, a form of lettuce that can be traced to ancient Mesopotamia.


  Those large, long, stiff-leafed sorts were consciously selected by Syrian gardeners so that the leaves would develop strong ribs and spoon-shaped foliage. The reason for this was simple: the lettuces were used as an edible scoop or spoon when eating tabbouleh-like foods. This method of eating dips and purees was evidently widespread throughout Byzantium and was actually first noted by Europeans on the island of Cos, while it was still under the control of the Hospitallers.


  Spotted Aleppo, with its fascinating history running back into the Middle Ages, was also grown in colonial America. Philadelphia seedsman Peter Crowells advertised the seed in 1786, and many seed catalogs mention it down into the 1870s. Then it disappeared. This puzzling situation for a handsome lettuce that was once so popular caused me to wonder whether it was in fact extinct or simply stored away in a seed collection under another name. The key lay in Abbé Rozier’s 1785 encyclopedia on agriculture.


  Rozier referred to Spotted Aleppo as romaine flagellée but noted that many country people in France referred to cos-type lettuces as chicons. Flagellé and panaché are often used interchangeably by French seedsmen to describe lettuces with spots or flecks. Thus, after several years of inquiring, and taking into account old methods of naming lettuce, I found something promising called chicon panaché in a private seed collection in France. Seed was duly planted and the resulting ten-inch heads (depicted in the drawing) proved to be identical to the illustrations of Spotted Aleppo published by Vilmorin-Andrieux in The Vegetable Garden, a book that is now treated like the bible of heirloom vegetables. One could say that rediscovering Spotted Aleppo under an old alias was purely a matter of luck. If so, then it was luck based on a well-informed hunch. (In fact, much of the research on plants is carried out this way.)


  
    [image: Image] It is a cos type, or romaine as we call it in the United States, a form of lettuce that can be traced to ancient Mesopotamia.

  


  Sometimes one happy discovery leads to another. By chance, while reading through some old German agricultural tracts, I discovered a 1793 reference to a dwarf variety of Spotted Aleppo developed in Germany for cold-frame culture. It was called Forellenschuss (trout speckles) and it is still one of the most popular of the dwarf lettuces sold to fine restaurants in this country. Very few people realize that it is an eighteenth-century heirloom or that it is genetically connected to old Spotted Aleppo. Knowing this history does not change the flavor of these delightful lettuces, but the dining experience is greatly enriched when the spirit of the past can stimulate the palate.


  SUGAR BEAN


  [ South Africa ]


  


  BOTANICAL NAME: Phaseolus vulgaris


  FAMILY: Fabaceae


  [image: Image]


  There are two types of sugar beans, one pole and one bush. In fact, there is even an intermediate size because the two are allowed to cross in many gardens where they are planted so that seed, circulated among farmers in the bush, might yield all three from the same handful of seed. That is what happens when seed is purchased in the open markets of Africa where produce is sold by villagers (the manner in which my seed was first acquired several years ago). This untamed landrace is a staple sold throughout South Africa and neighboring countries like Botswana and represents one of the most popular bean varieties consumed by the local populations. How this bean reached South Africa is now murky. Most likely it got there as part of the early Dutch trade exchanges with the New World.


  The colorful sugar bean, which takes its name from Dutch zuikerboon, is a type of London Horticultural bean prized for its sweet, young pods, which are used in salads. Like most Horticultural beans, the dry seeds are beige or off-white with wine-red flecks and streaks, and they do indeed resemble tiny bird eggs—hence the colloquial name “wren’s egg.” This bean is said to originate in Chile, where it is known as the arancauo bean. It appeared in the United States about 1825 but is documented in Jamaica somewhat earlier under the name of sugar bean by William Titford in his 1811 work on Jamaican botany. In fact, Titford even illustrated the bean in color, so there is no mistaking it. Furthermore, he may have been responsible for introducing it to the London Horticultural Society with which it was initially associated.


  
    [image: Image] The dry seeds are beige or off-white with wine-red flecks and streaks, and resemble tiny bird eggs.

  


  My first attempt at cooking with sugar beans was to make bredie, an old Capetown stew composed of mutton (the Cape sheep is generally preferred), tomatoes, diced onions, red peppers, sugar beans, and some of the liquid reserved from soaked tamarinds. I have even ground the cooked dry beans in place of meat for making bobotjie, the little South African curry-flavored meat loaves baked in molds or cups. In this country, the sugar bean makes a terrific baking bean very similar in texture to many of the baking beans still raised in New England.


  TARTAR BREAD PLANT


  [ Central Asia ]


  


  BOTANICAL NAME: Crambe tartarica


  FAMILY: Brassicaceae


  [image: Image]


  Tartar bread plant belongs to a genus that includes sea kale, Crambe cordifolia—often referred to as Giant Baby’s Breath due to its huge eight- to ten-foot flowers, and Crambe orientalis, which is used like horseradish. All of these plants are edible and have been gathered as food for many centuries. Most of them are cultivated as ornamentals or as sources of food or both. Although sea kale is certainly beautiful as a garden accent, and even more impressive growing wild on pebbly beaches, the Tartar bread plant has a unique attraction all of its own. The huge leaves remind me of oversized rose geraniums, although there is no rose geranium scent. However, when blanched in the early spring, they can be exceptionally sweet, and the raw root tastes something like a carrot.


  Tartar bread plant grows wild over a large region spanning much of central Asia, ranging from Tobolsk in southwestern Siberia across the continent to regions north of the Caspian and Black Seas, then into Bulgaria, Serbia, Hungary, and Moravia (the eastern region of the Czech Republic). It was first classified scientifically in 1779 as Tataria hungarica in reference to its widespread use in Hungary as a salad vegetable (the boiled root was eaten cold with oil and vinegar). It is known as katran in most Slavic languages, clear linguistic evidence that it is also a very old plant in Slavic culture, especially in Poland, Ukraine, and Slovakia. In Poland, for example, the large leaves were used as wrappings around flat breads baked down-hearth among the ashes.


  
    [image: Image] It is known that the bread plant was used in preparing chara caesaris, a type of flat bread made by the Roman soldiers stationed in the old imperial province of Pannonia.

  


  The common name, associating the bread plant with the Tartars, is based on an erroneous belief that it was spread across Asia by these peoples. The Tartars, an ethnic group of mixed Mongolic and Turkic origin, administered the Khanate of the Golden Horde established across Russia and central Asia in the 1200s as part of the Mongol Empire. Although the Tartars may have employed the root as food during military campaigns, they did not introduce the plant into the areas that they conquered— it was already there. Nor did they introduce the idea that it was a useful source of food.


  That the root could be used as a basis for bread making (the way potatoes are now employed to extend bread dough) was well documented even in Roman times. It is known that the bread plant was used in preparing chara caesaris, a type of flat-bread made by the Roman soldiers stationed in the old imperial province of Pannonia, a region that roughly corresponds to modern Hungary. The root, which is about two inches in diameter and some thirty-six inches long, resembles horseradish in appearance. In the wild, the bread plant prefers open, gravelly places with sandy subsoil, but in the garden it will thrive in the same soils preferred by iris. And incidentally, it makes excellent bread.


  TELTOW TURNIP


  [ Germany ]


  


  BOTANICAL NAME: Brassica rapa


  FAMILY: Brassicaceae


  [image: Image]


  In 1805 a paper was presented before the Royal Horticultural Society that brought the Teltow turnip to the attention of English gardeners. It was duly noted, however, that this delicacy was only consumed by foreigners living in England at that time. The white color and carrot shape of the turnip was described and a number of French recipes were provided for dealing with turnips in a more sophisticated Continental style. Actually, the Raifort de Berlin, as this turnip was sometimes called in France, was not too common there either, and for this reason Abbé Rozier was obliged to describe it in some detail in his monumental encyclopedia on French agriculture.


  Teltow is a small town near Potsdam in Brandenburg. It was one of those outlying villages in the eighteenth century that supplied Berlin with market produce. The sandy soil of the region was especially suited to the culture of turnips, and as a result a number of very localized varieties evolved there, the Teltow becoming the most famous. The roots are about three inches long with gray-white skin. They have a sweet, chestnutlike flavor, unlike any other turnip, and a texture similar to potatoes. They are now considered one of the classic vegetables of Berlin cookery, indeed of the cookery of the whole former Prussian Empire. Thus Tel-tower Rübchen (Rübchen means “little turnip”) is both the German name of the turnip and the name of a specific dish made with them.


  
    [image: Image] The roots are about three inches long with gray-white skin. They have a sweet, chestnutlike flavor, unlike any other turnip, and a texture similar to potatoes.

  


  The basic recipe, as taught by the Doennig sisters who managed the East Prussian School of Cookery and Household Management in old Königsberg at the turn of the 1900s, consisted of poaching the turnips with the skins on (the unique flavor is in the skin). The turnips were then sliced and lightly caramelized in sugar. A roux was prepared with butter and flour that thickened a meat stock (preferably ham), which was then poured over them. This was served as a side dish with broiled cutlets, roast beef, or sausage. Simply boiled and mashed, the turnips were served with Rollmops, pickled herrings stuffed with cornichons and mustard. These old-fashioned dishes are quite simple and fit well into the traditional cookery of the Baltic region. The Teltow turnip, however, has wonderful possibilities for creative cookery here. It will thrive in the sandy flatlands of Michigan and Wisconsin and anywhere else where root vegetables are appreciated.


  TICK BEAN OR FÈVE À COUPER


  [ France ]


  


  BOTANICAL NAME: Faba vulgaris


  FAMILY: Fabaceae


  [image: Image]


  This delicious fava bean has been under cultivation for a long time. It is a type of small-seeded fava bean that traces its roots to the Middle Ages. Although its English name is rather unflattering, it refers to the tan seeds, which do indeed resemble wood ticks in shape and color. This is perhaps not the best way to introduce a vegetable that has a rich, nutty flavor, but its other English alias, soup fava, hardly conveys the message. The French call it a “snipping” fava (fève á couper) because this variety is known for its large, floppy leaf buds which are ideal as cooking greens. But the bean has many other uses, especially as a dry soup bean or baked in cassoulets—one of its primary uses in the south of France where this variety is thought to originate.


  The plant itself is rather tall, bushy, and robust, almost three feet in height, and the flowers are remarkable for their sweet fragrance. They are also bicolored, the top petals being pale violet with darker purple stripes. The central root sends out numerous shoots so that pod production on each given plant is much higher than on most favas. This high productivity is coupled with hardiness, for the fava has overwintered in my garden without much protection. In the South (Zones 7–8), it would make an ideal winter crop.


  
    [image: Image] The French call it a “snipping” fava because this variety is known for its large, floppy leaf buds which are ideal as cooking greens.

  


  One of the reasons for the high productivity is that snipping the lead buds for greens causes the plants to set pods quickly, thus beating both the hot weather, which normally causes favas to decline, and the onset of black aphids, one of the great enemies of all favas. Over years of selection by the hill farmers of the Midi, where this variety originates, the greens have developed an unusual tenderness. They are so succulent that they can be eaten raw in salads. Otherwise, they can be treated in the same ways as spinach. Lightly steamed, a little wine vinegar and olive oil, perhaps a few bits of minced garlic, and some black olives—this is a perfect starter for a meal and makes an excellent side dish with fish. Or, for an interesting twist to cassoulet, chop the greens and stir them into the beans right as the steaming pot is brought to the table. A little dry white wine for added moisture, and the meal is ready for applause.


  TOAD SKIN MELON


  [ Spain ]


  


  BOTANICAL NAME: Cucumis melo


  FAMILY: Cucurbitaceae


  [image: Image]


  Sometimes mistaken identities become golden windfalls, yet I must admit that any melon with a name like this one certainly provides room for doubt. It all started when I read that Thomas Jefferson had planted winter melons from Malta in his gardens at Monticello off and on between 1804 and 1810. I then convinced myself that I too must try such a delicacy, and this set into motion a long and complicated correspondence with two melon collectors, one in France and the other in Spain. But the Malta melon was nowhere to be found. Pierre Joseph Jacquin’s 1832 Monographie complète du melon depicted several of them, so I had the plates copied and the pertinent material sent out to the collectors. But alas, the plates were not in color, and this proved to be the pitfall.


  What got through was that I wanted a winter melon with white flesh. I happened to mention that there existed an old white-fleshed Valencia winter melon, and my obliging correspondents brought the two requests together in the form of seed for a newer variety called in French Pinonet de Valence. The seeds arrived but the packets from Spain read Piel de Sapo: toad skin. I was taken aback by that one. The full Spanish name of the melon is Pinyonet Piel de Sapo. That it is a Valencia winter melon needs no explanation to Spaniards. This reconciled the various French and Spanish names, but it turns out that the common translation of the Spanish is a misnomer, for the melon has the skin of a very beautiful frog: yellow green with dark green blotches and streaks. It is certainly not brown and warty. In fact, when the melon ripens, it is so fragrant that it attracts butterflies. Every toad should smell as good.


  
    [image: Image] When the melon ripens, it is so fragrant that it attracts butterflies. Every toad should smell as good.

  


  The trick to growing these winter melons is to plant them around mid-July, as Thomas Jefferson did. They then ripen late in the season and are harvested right before the first frost. Stored in a warm, dry closet or pantry, the melons mellow like apples and remain sugary sweet for about three months. They provide the most exquisite dessert during the December holiday season and well into February. The honeylike aroma penetrates the entire house, and since the melons are rarely larger than six or eight inches at most they are perfect as natural bowls for sorbets, stewed fruits, or even salads with ham and sharp cheese. Although the cooling flavor of these melons may seem somewhat at odds with the blowing snows of January, they are perfectly matched with a glass of port by the fireside. It is easy to see why the eighteenth-century gentry took such pleasure in out-of-season delicacies.


  UDMALBET EGGPLANT OR AUBERGINE


  [ India ]


  


  BOTANICAL NAME: Solanum melongena


  FAMILY: Solanaceae


  [image: Image]


  There are three words for eggplant in ancient Sanskrit: vatingana, vartaka, and vrntaka. All three of them are now thought to be of Munda origin, the language spoken by very ancient aboriginal peoples who once inhabited the whole of India. This linguistic evidence alone proves that the eggplant has been under cultivation on the Indian subcontinent for many thousands of years. Today the eggplant is commonly called brinjal in India and is an important feature of the cookery.


  The English first saw the white egg-shaped brinjal in the 1500s, when seed for this plant was being distributed among European botanists. Evidently, this shape and color suggested the name eggplant, which we use today, but India also has many other varieties of the same size and shape. There is a common one that is green; others are purple, black, or striped.


  Udmalbet (pronounced OOD-mal-bet) is a “folk” variety from southern India which seems to blend the best culinary qualities of its more monochromatic cousins. Udmalbet (its dialect name means “darkly striped”) is ripe when it is green, but the green skin is richly streaked with deep violet purple. This strikes a handsome contrast to the plant itself, which has pale gray leaves. Added to this are the large, soft rose flowers, which bloom in succession over the summer, and the ripe fruit, which turns bright yellow. For ornamental qualities alone, this baby eggplant is a visual delight. It is also excellent in cooking.


  
    [image: Image] Udmalbet (its dialect name means “darkly striped”) is ripe when it is green, but the green skin is richly streaked with deep violet-purple.

  


  It is so tender that the skin can be eaten. It is not bitter, so it does not require the usual sprinkling of salt to take off bitterness before it is cooked. Sliced, diced, chopped, shredded, ground, it is used in innumerable Indian curries and chutneys. This is because vegetables like eggplant meet the ritual requirements of strict orthodox Hindus for foods prepared in temples or for marriages and other important events. Udmalbet is employed almost exclusively in this type of culinary context.


  One of my favorite eggplant chutneys using Udmalbet comes from Mysore in the vicinity of Madras. The eggplants are baked, mashed, and set aside. Grated coconut is then fried with red peppers, cumin, tamarind, mustard, urad dal, asafetida, and garlic until it turns red. Green peppers, onions, and fresh ginger ground to a paste are then added along with the reserved mashed eggplant. This is all ground together to make a smooth puree, which is heated until it thickens. It is completely vegetarian and may be eaten as a condiment on fried plantains, sweet potatoes, or large slices of fried eggplant. As though the beauty of its taste were not enough, nature has endowed Udmalbet with a handsome gray plant that provides a startling accent to the garden when laden with a bounty of colorful fruits.


  VARIEGATED WINTER CRESS


  [ Europe ]


  


  BOTANICAL NAME: Barbarea vulgaris


  FAMILY: Brassicaceae


  [image: Image]


  Old herbals and garden books are not very precise in their treatment of this charming old garden potherb. Normally, they lump several different species of mustards together under the general category of scurvy grass, since these vitamin-rich plants were once considered essential for staving off scurvy during the depths of winter. Another name is St. Barbara’s Cress, but again this common name could designate any one of three Barbaras: Barbarea praecox, Barbarea verna, or Barbarea vulgaris. Perhaps this did not matter to country people since all of these mustards could be employed in the same way and indeed looked very much alike. European winter cress, however, grows in a handsome rosette shape, with leaves resembling watercress. In taste, winter cress and watercress are almost identical, but winter cress is far easier to grow.
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  Seeds are generally planted in the late summer or early fall so that robust plants would develop in time for winter. They are often covered with straw around St. Barbara’s Day (December 4) to make access easier under deep winter snows, but frankly they do not require much protection, at least not in my garden. The leaves are then gathered for winter salads, eaten with cabbage, cooked in soups similar to watercress soup, and even infused in beer to make an antiscorbutic tonic for those suffering from vitamin C deficiency. They add an extremely beautiful touch to any sort of salad mixture and make a perfect garnish for Christmas and New Year’s roasts.


  In 1827 a golden yellow variety was introduced and mentioned in Gardener’s Magazine in England, but it never really caught on outside of France. There is some disagreement over just how the variegated variety came about, for it could be either a cross between the golden and common green cress or a naturally occurring mutation in the pigmentation of the leaves of the common green variety. However it happened, salad lovers have doted on this beautiful cress at least since the 1840s. It has remained a popular winter ornamental in England and France, since its leaves are blotched in shades of green, cream, and golden yellow—as though dappled with a paint brush—and literally jump for attention along any garden pathway.


  I first saw this variegated cress one rainy April day in England, huddled along among Labrador violets with their black-purple leaves and intense pinkish flowers in a friend’s thoughtfully designed kitchen garden. Behind this were clumps of golden feverfew with brilliant chartreuse leaves and Chinese violet cress (page 53) in full bloom, looking more like miniature pink poppies than the mustard it is. All of these plants are edible and make the most delicious spring salads. The cress of course suggested the next step. A few shreds of Profusion sorrel (page 179), a handful of Katie’s Mustard Lettuce (page 120), and one or two small heads of lettuce, along with a few poached, diced Roseval potatoes (page 210) more or less completed the dish. It made me think of John Evelyn and his 1699 book on salads and how jealous he would be to learn that this feast of greens was initiated with a dish of Channel whelks well doused in shallots and vinegar. After that, one can only move on to plaice and a good French wine.


  VICTORIA RHUBARB


  [ England ]


  


  BOTANICAL NAME: Rheum rhabarbarum


  FAMILY: Polygonaceae


  [image: Image]


  Queen Victoria’s ascension to the throne gave rise to a profusion of English fruits and vegetables named in her honor. Victoria rhubarb, a charming red variety introduced in 1837, is still considered one of the most excellent for its rich, tart flavor. It is also one of the most widely grown of all the English heritage varieties. Victoria boasts huge, thick stalks, some two and a half to three feet long, and a greenish skin heavily blotched with red. The flesh is green and pleasantly tart, not quite as sweet as many other red varieties, which is why it also makes excellent rhubarb wine.


  Philadelphia seedsman Robert Buist recommended Victoria in his 1847 Family Kitchen Gardener—one of the first Americans to do so—and also noted that he had developed a new American variety from it which he called Large Early Red. This is said to be the same rhubarb now commonly known as strawberry rhubarb. Elizur E. Clark of New Haven, Connecticut, developed yet another rhubarb, which he dubbed Washington, from a seedling of Victoria. It featured green stems and was introduced commercially in 1861. In short, Victoria has provided horticulturists with a rich breeding stock for multitudes of new types and flavors. But none of them have ever surpassed the longevity and popularity of Victoria itself. It remains one of the heaviest-producing rhubarbs still raised for the commercial market in England and the United States.


  
    [image: Image] Queen Victoria’s ascension to the throne gave rise to a profusion of English fruits and vegetables named in her honor.

  


  Honors for its development go to Joseph Myatt of Manor Farm, Deptford, England, a gentleman who devoted much of his life to breeding all sorts of fruits, especially strawberries. His British Queen and Eliza strawberries were well known in nineteenth-century England, and perhaps it is not coincidental that both strawberries and rhubarb made a perfect match in the pies and whips so popular during that period (and still do). Frederick Bishop’s 1856 The Wife’s Own Book recommended preparing tarts with pureed cooked rhubarb or chopping up the stems to resemble the texture of gooseberries—a technique that works quite well with green-stemmed varieties like Early Champagne (page 70). What we do not often see in the Victorian recipes is the combination of red rhubarb and other red fruit such as cherries, ripe gooseberries, or red currants.


  Many Victorians suffered from gout, which meant that rhubarb —like gooseberries and currants—was on the list of forbidden foods. The addition of raspberries or ginger was thought to diminish the gout-irritating acids, and fresh cream better yet. However, rhubarb is one of those plants that absorbs the flavors of everything mixed with it without enhancing its own, so it must be used wisely in any recipe where additional fruit is called for. When used sparingly, red currants will bring out the flavor of rhubarb more than any other fruit with which it is cooked. I heartily recommend red currants and strawberries with Victoria, even when it is just stewed as a compote or prepared as a sauce for ice cream or mousse. In my garden this means the large-fruited heirloom red Versailles currants and a copious helping of freshly picked frais de bois (wild strawberries). A small dash of grated nutmeg and some zest of orange completes the balance of flavors.


  VIOLET CARROT


  [ Syria ]


  


  BOTANICAL NAME: Daucus carota


  FAMILY: Apiaceae


  [image: Image]


  The violet carrot of Syria is one of the carrots known to the ancient Greeks and Romans. It was both a food and employed in medicine, for it is extremely high in vitamin A. The physicians of classical antiquity did not know about vitamins, but they knew empirically that this vegetable possessed definite nutritional and curative benefits. Not surprising, modern carrot breeders have come up with a patented maroon carrot called Carotte Bordeaux or BetaSweet, which is supposed to provide similar benefits. The old violet carrot, though, can be grown in home gardens and the seeds it produces are free. Indeed, its seeds possess a number of medicinal uses well documented in old herbals, such as opening the kidneys, easing difficult breathing, and discharging phlegm from the chest. Horticultural literature, however, is spotty.


  While discussing carrot varieties in his 1866 Manuel de l’amateur des jardins, Joseph Decaisne remarked that the violet carrot was not seen very much in France, but that in Spain it was quite common. Abbé Rozier omitted violet carrots altogether from his 1780s encyclopedia on agriculture, noting only that the French preferred yellow carrots, the Italians white, and the English “red” (orange). This peculiar hiatus is all the more puzzling because the violet carrot could be found in any number of medical works from the same period. In fact, it was raised in colonial America and prepared in recipes in much the same way as red beets.
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  The genetic homeland of this ancient carrot is assumed to be Afghanistan, where it is still employed among the hill farmers to make a fermented beverage. Since carrots are mentioned in the Sanskrit texts of India as garjaru and shikamula, it is quite possible that the violet carrot is one of those discussed for it is generally accepted among historians that the Greeks brought the violet carrot back from India or Persia following the conquests of Alexander the Great. It was one of those exotic vegetables that came to characterize Orientalism in the Hellenistic cuisine of the eastern Mediterranean, and to this day the finest strains may be found in Syria.


  There are two basic types of violet carrots. One is beet color with silvery-gray leaves. It was widely used in Byzantine cookery and prepared in many of the same ways that beets are used today. The other, which is more like its Afghan ancestor, is dark violet but the core is often yellow. The skin is nearly black, which is why some writers refer to it as a “black” carrot. Both kinds bloom with rosy pink flowers that are in themselves quite an ornament to the garden. These are also the carrots that were crossed with yellow carrots to create the orange carrots we know today. The flavor, however, is very different.


  Violet carrots are sweet, yet slightly resinous, as though flavored with a hint of juniper or rosemary. Lemon and honey amplify this taste, and when the carrots are shredded and prepared in salads with citrons, pomegranates, and other acidic fruits, the flavors work together to complement fish dishes and white wines. Doubtless the ancient Greeks were quick to discover this, since fish cookery formed the core of their haute cuisine. Of course, Alexander the Great also brought back from India little carrots that are green and perfectly round. We have been taught to think that all carrots must be orange; but even diamonds come in different colors.


  VIOLET DE GOURNAY RADISH


  [ France ]


  


  BOTANICAL NAME: Raphanus sativus


  FAMILY: Brassicaceae


  [image: Image]


  Gournay, or Gournayen-Bray as it is sometimes written, is a small town east of Rouen in the old department of Seine-Intérieure. It has given us a winter radish that first appeared in Paris markets in the 1850s. It was not perfected into its present form until about 1877 when it was depicted in the Album Vilmorin. The development of the Gournay radish was gradual because it evolved out of the Long Black Spanish radish popular in rural France since the 1600s. The Violet de Gournay came about when a red radish crossed with a black one. From there it was merely a matter of careful selection. Under the rough black skin one can detect violet, and this intense violet color is what characterizes the best of the Gournays.


  We do not eat radishes for breakfast and supper the way the French do, and perhaps this rich source of vitamins ought to be reassessed if we are to establish a healthier mode of eating. In the eighteenth century radishes were viewed as great relievers of the common cold, powerful fortifiers of digestion, and useful in breaking down kidney stones. Radishes were even laid on the skin to draw out thorns. Radishes played such an important role in home remedies and general health among the peasants of rural Europe that I have often wondered whether their continued popularity in France is not the secret behind the Frenchman’s ability to eat so much cheese and butter and to drink so much wine, yet somehow remain much healthier than Americans. I should also add that according to old garden books the most beneficial radishes were thought to be those grown for consumption during the winter.
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  The Gournay is a winter radish. It was developed to take hard frosts without splitting and to store well in cool, moist sand. It will even overwinter under cold frames. Its young leaves are ideal for salads or as cooked greens. But I think it is the shape that is its greatest feature, for it is large and long and this proves adaptable for creative presentations: shredded, sliced, or cut into curious shapes. It can also be cooked like a turnip, and when boiled it holds its color if the skin is left on, so it has ornamental value among cooked vegetables too. It is excellent served with cooked carrots, especially when mixed with sweet white ones like Küttiger Rüebli (page 129) and a bright orange sort such as Long Red Surrey. Of course it is always possible to cook it the way the Gournay locals do, with wine, bay leaves, and a very plump duck.


  VIOLETTO ARTICHOKE


  [ Italy ]


  


  BOTANICAL NAME: Cynara scolymus


  FAMILY: Asteraceae


  [image: Image]


  The cultivation of the artichoke did not interest kitchen gardeners until the end of the Renaissance. Perhaps this happened in part as a revival of things classical, for the Romans were quite accustomed to pampering artichokes into dishes—if we are to assume that the cardui of the Roman cookbook author Apicius are indeed artichokes. His recipes do not reveal enough clues one way or the other. His cardui are boiled and sauced much like Scolymus hispanicus, a closely related plant still gathered from the wild both for its salsify-like root and for its thorny silver leaves, which can be blanched like cardoons.


  Artichokes are called carciofi in Italian. Their season begins in November and extends through the winter into early spring—a good four months later than the normal season in the eastern United States. The last of the Italian artichokes to be harvested are the violet ones, which are considered the best because they are small and so tender that they can be eaten raw in salads. They also lack much less of the inedible, prickly flower part of the artichoke, a feature carefully bred into them by many generations of thoughtful Italian gardeners.


  Violet- or purple-colored artichokes showed up in Italy by the seventeenth century; they even appear in paintings. This color is a natural pigmentation that can be heightened through seed selection. Tuscany and the Veneto became famous for their violet artichokes, and the two most popular Italian varieties today, Violetto and Romanesco, are probably descended from these older types. The color does not affect the flavor—in fact the color cooks out—but it certainly helps market gardeners sell them. Romanesco is large headed, round, the so-called classic mammole (breast shape). It can only be grown in mild climate areas of the United States because of its tenderness. Violetto, however, is hardier and more prolific.
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  The heads of Violetto (meaning “small purple”) are true to its name. They are indeed smaller and more elongated than Romanesco and resemble, in size at least, the type of artichokes once grown in large quantities in the vicinity of New Orleans. If maintained well, and protected from hard freezes, Violetto will produce for four or five years. It normally throws out suckers anyway, so it will yield a continuous supply of new plants without having to start from seed. Violetto also submits readily to an old German method for increasing the size of artichoke heads. Splinters of wood are run through the stems at right angles about four inches below each head. If the wounds are kept open, this will retard flowering and force the head to enlarge to almost double its normal size. When Violetto is enlarged this way, it becomes particularly tender.


  These are the tender artichoke hearts that may be used in salads. The Italians have innumerable recipes for artichoke salad, but one of the most exotic comes from Jean-Philippe Derenne’s delightful book La cuisine vagabonde. It is a Tunesian preparation called tomates et artichauts aux pétals de rose (tomatoes and artichokes with rose petals). The tomatoes (try Wagner’s Green Zebra, page 260) are quartered, the artichoke hearts cut into little triangles. A dressing is prepared from olive oil and lemon juice, and rose petals and tarragon leaves are scattered over the top. Very simple, very elegant, and probably quite similar (tomatoes aside) to the sort of artichoke preparations delighted in by the ancient Romans.


  WAGNER’S GREEN ZEBRA TOMATO


  [ United States ]


  


  BOTANICAL NAME: Lycopersicon lycopersicum


  FAMILY: Solanaceae
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  During the latter part of the nineteenth century, several novelty tomatoes appeared that made great claims due to their uniquely striped or flecked skin coloration. Most of these, like Crimson Cluster, are now deservedly extinct because skin pattern does not make a mediocre tomato taste better. Yet there are indeed a few heirloom classics, such as the small, round Tigerella of England, or the Isle of Man’s Schimmeig Stoo, which resembles a red bell pepper with yellow stripes. These tomatoes have earned their place of honor due to their excellent flavor.


  But California has given us a striped tomato of similar stature and it is now one of the most popular tomatoes grown in the United States. I am speaking of another Tom Wagner classic from Tater Mater seeds: this one he named Green Zebra. It has green flesh and yellow skin. It is well named since its skin is heavily marked with green zigzag stripes. Some people who grow it are so taken by it that they do not know when it is ripe. It is ripe when the skin turns bright yellow. If in doubt, just feel it; the ripe ones are soft and tender. I mention this because all too often it is sold when it is still unripe. If Green Zebra is picked before it ripens, it can turn mealy, and this disappointment does not do justice to its otherwise excellent culinary qualities.
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  There is a summery smile about this tomato that livens up vegetable stands everywhere it is grown. It wants the company of sunflowers and terrace umbrellas. It is a must for salads and outdoor buffets, for this is a slicing tomato that is best eaten raw. Cooking it seems to destroy the unusual flavor and its green color often turns yellow in the presence of other cooking acids. For those who like to serve buttery, full-bodied California chardonnays as starters by the pool, chop some Green Zebra with a little minced Griselle shallot (page 109) or Pskem River garlic (page 182). Add sweet basil, lime juice, and olive oil. Spread this on thickly sliced potato bread that has been well toasted. A dish of grilled, delicately smoked Toulouse sausages or sliced, cold Krakówska (smoked diced ham pressed inside a large sausage casing) will transform it into a pleasantly light and refreshing meal. But be certain to have plenty of that wine, and don’t bother saving the corks.


  WINTER LUXURY SQUASH


  [ United States ]


  


  BOTANICAL NAME: Cucurbita pepo


  FAMILY: Cucurbitaceae
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  I was sent into the byways of Lancaster County, Pennsylvania, one brisk October morning to seek out pumpkins. Down in one of the valleys near Weaverland, I discovered the most extraordinary farm stand that sold pumpkins not by the bin or pile but by the wagon-load—mule-drawn wagons at that. This was my first acquaintance with Winter Luxury. I was reassured repeatedly by the farmer’s wife that it made the finest pie pumpkin around. To make her point, she chopped one in half with an ax and ate a piece of it like an apple. It was the shape, however, that had caught my eye because it looked like a small sugar pumpkin, the type they call Pie Pumpkins in New England, except that its skin was netted as though frosted with sugar. That curious natural feature should serve as a clue about the flavor of the flesh inside, for this is indeed a winter luxury as sweet and as tasty as they come.


  Winter Luxury was introduced commercially in 1893 by Johnson & Stokes of Philadelphia and in 1894 by A. W. Livingston’s Sons of Columbus, Ohio. There is some dispute about which one of these seed companies actually originated the squash. It seems more likely that they obtained their original seed from a farmer, although that individual’s name is not presently known. Livingston made that claim, at any rate, which would suggest that Winter Luxury had existed for many years before it was discovered by seedsmen. Regardless, it was a fortuitous discovery because this squash is distinctive and has remained popular with American cooks for over a century. The original Winter Luxury was golden yellow in color. In 1920 Gill Brothers of Portland, Oregon, introduced the orange variety that has generally replaced the yellow one.
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  Even though Winter Luxury grows on a trailing vine, the plants are small and compact like most of this species. They are ideal then for small gardens. The squash itself weighs about six to seven pounds, small and convenient to store. It is the pale orange flesh of the squash that makes it so special, for it is fine textured, juicy, tender, and somewhat sweet. Unlike many pie pumpkins, the flesh is easy to remove, which is a boon to cooks. For those who appreciate a pumpkin pie like no other, mix Winter Luxury with Pumpkin Yam sweet potato (page 185). The combination is exquisite.


  YACON


  [ Bolivia and Peru ]


  


  BOTANICAL NAME: Smallanthus sonchifolius


  FAMILY: Compositae, Heliantheae, subtribe Melampodinae
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  First, let us pronounce it: ja-KON. The name is derived from Quechua, the language of the Incas. It is a Spanish blend of two words for water: yacu and unu. This may seem like an odd name for a tuber, which is the part of this plant that one eats, but to the Incas of Peru it was considered a fruit. Its long, yamlike tubers are sweet and crunchy like snappy apples, and when you bite into them they literally drip with juice that tastes like nectar. Even today, yacon is sold in Andean markets beside melons and other fruits, or it is pressed and sold by street vendors as a refreshing beverage. It is not a high-energy food, which the Indians need for high altitude labor, but this is exactly why yacon has caught the attention of American growers. Because yacon is so low in calories, it makes an ideal health food for weight-loss diets and for the aerobic set.


  Yacon has also been around for a very long time, and there are many different types, some with pink or even yellow flesh, and a wide range of tuber shapes. The vegetable was first mentioned by Spanish writers in 1615, but archeological sites dating from as early as 500 A.D. have yielded textiles and ceramics depicting both the distinctive leaf and the tuber. Yacon is related to the sunflower, and like the sunflower it was brought under cultivation perhaps as many as two thousand years ago. It appears to have been an important crop for the Incas, and it is they who spread the plant up and down the coast of South America during the height of their empire.
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  The stand of yacon in my garden always elicits comments from those who have never seen it. Terrific as an ornamental or accent plant, full-grown yacons range from four to five feet tall, with huge prehistoric-looking leaves covered with downy fur. Each plant produces anywhere from four to twenty large tubers, which are harvested in the fall after the tops are nipped by frost. However, yacon is a perennial in regions where the ground does not freeze, so it can be harvested the year around under those conditions. Italian horticulturists experimented with yacon in the 1930s, and now the descendants of that stock, with brown skin and whitish-green flesh, are most common among American and European gardeners.


  Yacon can be raised anywhere in the United States that dahlias are cultivated. Since yacon has been reproduced from clones for so long, many strains rarely produce flowers, or if they do bloom the pollen is often infertile. The most common practice for increasing the plants is to take cuttings from the tubers or off-shoots from the crown of the tuber. Whole tubers can be stored over the winter like dahlias. But gardeners can also have some fun because plant geneticists have discovered that yacon can be grafted to sunflowers as well as to Jerusalem artichokes. This has opened a new field of possibilities not only for improved yacon stock but also for interesting crosses that may lead to sweeter and more applelike Jerusalem artichokes.


  YAM POTATO


  [ United States ]


  


  BOTANICAL NAME: Solanum tuberosum


  FAMILY: Solanaceae
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  If potatoes had a Hall of Fame, this one would certainly be inducted. Small, knobby, and pink-eyed, the Yam makes up for its diminutive tubers by producing them in abundance. German agronomist K. W. Putsche described the Yam in 1819 as a “nut” potato, having in mind its similarity in size to a large walnut. Let us go one step further and say that the flavor also resembles a walnut. Therefore the Yam is a treat in potato salads that use hazelnut or walnut oil in their dressing. It is also perfect when combined in salads with very tart apples. Its culinary applications are many, and it can be cooked with the skins left on. In the Orkney Islands, it is used to make a dish called clapshot, a local version of Scottish tatties-an-’neeps (mashed potatoes and turnips). Orkney figures in the history of the Yam potato because it was there that farmers preserved it for over 150 years.


  The Yam first surfaced in history about 1747 when some seven hundred bushels were shipped to England from South Carolina. The intention was to raise the Yam as a fodder crop for sheep. In Carolina the potato had been used as rations for slaves, hence the African appellation yam for something that was central to their diet. The term derives from South Carolina Gullah jambi, which itself derives from the West African word dzambi. In Africa yams were considered sacred, but since true yams only grow in the tropics blacks in this country transferred the name to other things, mainly sweet potatoes though also, in this case, to a potato. In any event the Yam continued to be raised in parts of Scotland well into the 1920s, when it was discovered by potato collectors on the Orkney Islands. Since then the Yam has been maintained as an heirloom by the Beamish Museum and other British organizations interested in historic plants. As a living artifact of African American history, this is probably one of the most important heirloom vegetables preserved from the eighteenth century.
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  ZIMBABWE RED BAMBARA


  [ Zimbabwe ]


  


  BOTANICAL NAME: Vigna subterranea, formerly Voandzia subterranea


  FAMILY: Fabaceae
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  The bambara, or groundnut, is an ancient African food with a lively new future. It is a legume commonly called an earth pea in many parts of the continent, although in some Ethiopian dialects it is referred to as an earth almond—an appropriate name considering its rich, nutlike qualities. The term bambara is derived from the Bambara peoples who mostly reside in Mali. The old genus name Voandzia was created from the Malagasy word voanjo (voa means “seed” and anjo means “satisfying” or “filling”).


  The bambara was first mentioned by Europeans in 1648 under the Angolan name mandubi. It was brought to South Carolina in the eighteenth century, where slaves raised it under the name goober pea (from ginguba). There are as many names for the bambara as there are dialects in Africa, which is one of the reasons why Zimbabwe Red acquired its simple straightforward name. More on that in a moment.


  The bambara, alias goober pea, is not a peanut, but it has been confused with peanuts ever since the peanut was introduced to Africa from Brazil. However, the two plants do grow in a similar manner, putting down pegs that develop into pods under the ground, and both have a similar taste. The bambara resembles a pea though. More important, nutritional analysis has proven that it is a complete food as it supplies all the basic daily nutritional requirements of an average adult human. This is why Third World agronomists are taking a new look at the bambara and why it is a vegetarian’s dream come true. Since there are short-season and long-season bambaras, this is also a plant that can be cultivated in North America far beyond the limited boundaries of the peanut. The rule of thumb is this: if you can grow tomatoes, you can grow bambaras.


  The genetic origin of the bambara is northern Nigeria and Cameroon. There are wild ancestors of the cultivated varieties in Nigeria’s North Yola province and in neighboring regions. This is a sub-Saharan area known for its droughts and dust bowl climatic swings. The bambara therefore grows under dry conditions and offers sustainable agriculture a good crop that does not require irrigation. Furthermore, it was generally planted on fallow ground so that it would replenish soil nutrients—in short, a manure crop that also yielded food, so its benefits are many.


  However, the most interesting point about its genetic home-land is the vast genetic diversity of the bambara itself. I have said that the nut actually looks like a pea, and in many respects it enjoys all the colorful variations found in cowpeas—striped, speckled, orange, yellow, spotted, even the so-called black eye. The black-eyed Diphiri Cream bambaras are often assigned magical powers in Africa. The shiny black ones known as Gaborone Black are commonly viewed as male aphrodisiacs. However, it is the Zimbabwe Red, which is not really red but a rusty red brown, that is the focus of this discussion.


  Seed gifts sometimes come from unusual sources, and in the case of bambaras I made contact with a member of Seed Savers Exchange and the Peace Corps. She was sent to Africa to help sort out the nutritional puzzle of the Botswana bush, only to discover that the big-time gardeners in that part of the world are women. Women bear the cross of Africa, for they are the gardeners and the feeders of the children. It is women who mostly plant bambaras.
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  When common bambaras are planted, they normally come up crossed. By that I mean the villagers do not have a sense of distinct variety as we do in the West. An acre of bambaras will produce a vast number of seeds of various colors and descriptions. The women just sort them out according to size and color and sell them in the market that way. The white ones, known among agronomists as Gaborone Cream, are preferred in cookery, but each ethnic group has its own culinary preferences.


  The color of bambaras is based on the skin covering the seed. Although bambaras are the same color underneath, they are very different in terms of quality, growing season, and cooking merits. The Zimbabwe Red, which my Peace Corps friend found in the open market in Francistown, Botswana, has a white hilum and a seed that is large, oval, and tasty. Africans favor it for both its culinary merits and its reliability to produce under adverse growing conditions. African agronomists gave it its name so that it could be more readily identified by farmers who wish to grow bambaras as a sustainable crop.


  Most of the farmers in Zimbabwe mix the bambara with maize in much the same way that Latin Americans combine beans with corn or rice. This is unnecessary given that the bambara is far more nutritious than maize.


  The red bambara of Zimbabwe is now in circulation among American growers looking for crops to expand their vegetarian repertoire. Deep Diversity, which works in conjunction with Seeds of Change in New Mexico, began offering seed for white and red bambaras in the early 1990s. I began offering Gaborone Cream (pure white) and Zimbabwe Red through Seed Savers Exchange in 1997, and the response has been enthusiastic from small growers and vegetarians interested in this new source of nutrition.


  The beauty of the bambara is that it can be harvested green or ripe. The green seeds can be treated like shelly beans, easy to cook, and not much different from lima beans in texture. The dry seeds can be prepared like beans by first soaking them overnight and then boiling them in salted water. They can also be roasted and pounded to a meal for soups or pureed (beanlike dips). Bambara meal was normally mixed with oil and native condiments, salt, and red pepper, and then formed into balls and fried. These cakes or balls are called bakuru or abakuru in Nigeria, where similar fritters by this name are made from maize.


  The seeds can also be popped like American popcorn. The Hausas of Africa roast the bambaras in hot sand and crack them with stones so that they pop out through the fissures, which are called “grinning boys” (yaro da dariya). Best of all, the Zimbabwe Red will grow in most regions of the United States, regardless of soil.


  ZIPSER TÜRKENSPITZ PEPPER


  [ Slovakia ]


  


  BOTANICAL NAME: Capsicum annuum


  FAMILY: Solanaceae


  [image: Image]


  The name of this pepper is so unusual that I suppose the first order of business is to explain it. The Zips is a region of Slovakia that was settled in the early Middle Ages by Low Germans (Plattdeutsch) who were invited to fill up empty farmlands in the domains of the old kingdom of Hungary. There they remained with their curious archaic language and rich material culture more or less intact as an ethnic island until the end of World War II, when they were expelled wholesale by the Communist government of Czechoslovakia. Therefore the pepper not only represents a culinary treasure from the mountains of what is now Slovakia, but it is also a happenstance survivor of a culture totally erased by ethnic cleansing.


  Let this be a foreword to the vicissitudes of all heirloom vegetables that depend on small ethnic groups for their identity. Mother Luck would have it that I happened to be in northeastern Hungary at the right time in 1983 to intercept the seed of two very historic Zipser peppers: the Leutschauer Schottenpfeffer (Leutschau paprika) and the Zipser Türkenspitz—pronounced the way it looks. Both of these peppers were brought from the Zips capital of Leutschau (presentday Levoca, Slovakia) to Mátrafüred, Hungary, in 1948 by a descendant of a Zipser German preacher who had maintained an extensive horticultural collection in the early nineteenth century.


  
    [image: Image] The pepper not only represents a culinary treasure from the mountains of what is now Slovakia, but it is also a happen -stance survivor of a culture totally erased by ethnic cleansing.

  


  Leutschau was one of those peaceful cultural islands situated far away from the mainstream of history, which means that it managed to avoid the bombs and firestorms of recent destructive wars. Although in the Middle Ages, it was positioned along the main thoroughfare between Budapest and Kraków, it appears to have been untouched by the Turkish incursions that laid waste to so much of the Hungarian kingdom. However, this does not explain how it became a refuge for unusual botanical materials. Perhaps the key to that chapter of its history lies in the web of relationships surrounding the network of German Piatists who crisscrossed the region in search of wayward souls and spiritual cures.


  The Türkenspitz is a pepper with very narrow leaves, unlike most peppers we see today. The pods are erect, starting out a pale yellowish green dappled with violet and then turning more dappled still, until they are completely purple. They then turn honey-orange and ultimately red. The word Türkenspitz refers to the pointed shoes worn by the ladies who inhabited Turkish harems. They do indeed resemble harem slippers, very fat at the stem end, with the points, or “toes,” turned up Turkish fashion. Some of them are so pixielike they only need a little bell attached to the tip to complete the image.


  Who created such a pepper? The answer to that question may never be known, but one thing is certain: in spite of the name, harem ladies would never wear this pepper as a shoe. It is hot. Hades hot. Slipping it around the foot would be the equivalent of strapping on a perpetual tarantella. Slipper of the dervishes? More likely. Odd thing is that the Hungarians in the vicinity of Mátrafüred eat this pepper for breakfast and no one can understand how they survive to face lunch.


  In any case, for the lover of hot peppers, this is by far the most beautiful, the most colorful, the most indelibly hot capsicum that one can lay innocently on a platter of hors d’oeuvres. For starters, stuff them with Hungarian Liptói (Liptauer) cheese, excellent with robust red wines, or stuff them with cabbage and herbs and then pickle them in a mild brine with a sprig of mugwort (Artemesia vulgaris). The latter is best served with roast venison and a good Hungarian beer. Either way the peppers hold their color and are sure to impress the uninitiated with a spirited mixture of heat and intense flavor so characteristic of Hungarian cookery.


  ZUCCA MARINA DI CHIOGGIA SQUASH


  [ Italy ]


  


  BOTANICAL NAME: Cucurbita maxima


  FAMILY: Cucurbitaceae


  [image: Image]


  Chioggia is both the scene of a great sea battle important to Venetian history and the site of an ancient fishing town where today Venetians flee to escape the tourist cuisine endemic to their own local restaurants. The fresh vegetables sold in the canal-side markets of Venice were most likely loaded onto barges in Chioggia. On rare occasion, and only in Chioggia, it is still possible to see the old-style Venetian fishing boats, with their colorful triangular sails plying the still waters of the Adriatic. Chioggia is a symbol of old Venetian culture; thus anything dubbed Chioggian carries with it an added cultural significance. The Zucca Marina di Chioggia (pronounced zooka ma-REE-na dee kee-OH-ja) or Chioggia sea pumpkin is therefore an historic relic and a culinary treasure. It is something essentially Venetian, and Venetians fondly refer to it in their dialect as zucca barucca.


  When Venice lost its colonial possession of Cyprus to the Turks in 1572, it could no longer derive wealth from the lost sugar plantations it established there in the Middle Ages. Thus the terra firma, the great backlands of the Veneto, became the new focus of the Venetian economy. This agricultural shift resulted in the proliferation of Palladian villas that changed the course of European art history, but in the fields new things were also happening. The sea pumpkin, introduced from the Americas in the 1600s, took root and over the ensuing centuries developed into a distinctive Venetian variety.


  
    [image: Image] The foggy fall air of every Venetian morning is laden with the rich aroma of these pumpkins, which are sold by the slice as a canal-side street food.

  


  There are two, perhaps three, fall pumpkins that are grown under the name of the Chioggia sea pumpkin. Back in the 1970s, I acquired seed in Castelfranco for a strain that was heavily lobed (as appears in the illustration) but with blue-black skin. This is the sea pumpkin mentioned by Italian botanist Ottavio Tozetti in 1809. This is also the pumpkin I saw sold from barges in Venice. The bargemen sliced and grilled it with olive oil over braziers. The foggy fall air of every Venetian morning is still laden with the rich aroma of these pumpkins, which are sold by the slice as a canal-side street food.


  Then there is a Chioggia pumpkin of similar shape, but with a dark green skin, and, finally, a warty gray-green one shaped like a Japanese squash with a small “turban” protruding from the blossom end. The most authentic is the one with blue-black skin, for it has rich, salmon-orange flesh with a flavor that is incomparable and fully necessary to complete the list of ingredients for proper Venetian tortelli (half-moon dumplings made with pasta dough). These are tortelli stuffed with cooked, pureed pumpkin, except that every family has its own elusive condiment to enrich the mixture. There are mostarde (mustard-flavored pickles) made of preserved apricots, cherries, pears, and even pine nuts. I think the stuffing made with half pumpkin and half green figs cooked in wine and pureed needs no further garnish than a glass of exquisite Venetian pinot grigio and perhaps a side dish of grilled squid.


  ZUCCHINI OR COCOZELLE


  [ Italy ]


  


  BOTANICAL NAME: Cucurbita pepo


  FAMILY: Cucurbitaceae


  [image: Image]


  This is a vegetable whose name has changed with fashion. Permit me to offer proof of this by observing that there is no mention of the word zucchini in U. P. Hedrick’s standard reference, The Vegetables of New York, published in 1937. There is ample discussion, however, of such things as Italian vegetable marrow, cocozelle, and Cocozella di Napoli. These are different names for various strains of the squash we now call zucchini.


  The word zucchini was used in various parts of Italy to describe baby green gourds (zucca), which were prepared since ancient times much the same way as we cook squash today. (Further discussion of this may be found under Zucchino Rampicante on page 284.) The word apparently came into fashion in this country following World War II, when West Coast growers began shipping the squash East. Incidentally, the Old World Italians use the word in the singular form: zucchino, as in Zucchino Romanesco (Roman zucchini). In England, zucchini are called courgettes, the French word that was originally applied to little gourds in order to differentiate them from the larger but similar-looking vegetable marrows that the English raise in hothouses.


  The zucchini squash that we grow today is not of Italian origin, although it quickly evolved into an Italian vegetable with many regional variations. Sometime in the early 1820s a squash called the Valparaiso squash was introduced to Europe from South America—English garden journals mention it somewhat later, in 1827. This long, thick meaty squash quickly evolved into the vegetable marrow of England and various other forms of squash in France and Italy, one of them being the Cocozella di Napoli, which is still a recognized variety of zucchini today. One of the first published recipes for cooking this squash appeared in the 1836 edition of Aglaé Adanson’s Maison de campagne, a book based on her own famous kitchen gardens at Boleine near Moulins, France.


  The earliest U.S. reference to Italian vegetable marrows (an old term for all types of zucchini) appeared in 1863 in Fearing Burr’s Field and Garden Vegetables of America, but it was only a passing mention. The first seed catalog to offer seeds to American gardens seems to have been the one issued in 1890 by James J. H. Gregory of Marblehead, Massachusetts. Even then the squash appealed only to a small segment of the public, mostly Americans of Mediterranean origin. Yet Gregory’s offering proved timely because it coincided with large immigrations from Italy, so by the late 1890s many seed companies began offering zucchini under a variety of suggestive names, such as Asparagus squash (cut it in strips and cook like asparagus), Eggplant squash (slice and fry it like eggplant), and Italian Green Striped squash. Judging from their pictures in the old seed catalogs, they were all derived from Cocozella di Napoli, the striped squash from Naples depicted in the illustration. Furthermore, most of these squash were vining types, which meant that they were not always ideal for small gardens.


  
    [image: Image] The word zucchini was used in various parts of Italy to describe baby green gourds (zucca), which were prepared since ancient times much the same way as we cook squash today.

  


  The zucchini has become so ubiquitous that it is available year round. Although the squash remains a favorite of home gardeners due to its easy culture and productivity, and a preferred crop among farmers for its easy shipping, the battered skins and wilted stems of winter zucchini have also come to symbolize food that tastes like shipping crates. This is quite a shame considering that many of the heirloom zucchinis actually do possess a fine flavor, even though they are rarely found in supermarkets. For all the manipulating, for all the hybridizing and genetic tinkering, no one has really improved upon the culinary honesty and down-to-earth flavor of the old-time zucchini called Cocozella di Napoli.


  ZUCCHINO RAMPICANTE


  [ Italy ]


  


  BOTANICAL NAME: Cucurbita moschata


  FAMILY: Cucurbitaceae


  [image: Image]


  This is a summer and winter squash that goes by many names in different parts of Italy. It is most commonly called Zucchino Rampicante (climbing zucchini; pronounced zoo-KEE-no ram-pee-KAN-tay), Tromboncino (little trombone squash), and Zucca d’Albenga (Albenga pumpkin). It is a much more recent introduction to the Italian kitchen garden than the Chioggia sea pumpkin and the various cheese pumpkins depicted in Italian Renaissance art. In fact, it is closely related to the old Canada crookneck squash (which is also the same species) and, when ripe, exhibits the same long, bowed shape and the same tan skin. Historically, the Zucchino Rampicante replaced a truly ancient vegetable called Zucca a Tromba, a variety of gourd (Lagenaria siceraria) that was harvested when very young and pale green. Zucca originally meant “gourd” in Italian, but the word is now extended to include all sorts of squash. This culinary gourd has been raised in the Mediterranean region for at least two thousand years, perhaps even longer, for ceramic copies of it have been found in archeological sites on Cyprus and in Egypt. This is the cucuzza of Sicily that is used for making zuccata, a preserve similar to candied citron that appears in many Christmas recipes from that island.


  
    [image: Image] This culinary gourd has been raised in the Mediterranean region for at least two thousand years.

  


  Prior to contact with the New World, Zucca a Tromba was this long, baseball bat–like gourd that furnished Italian gardeners with a source of zucchini (baby gourds). Once New World squashes were introduced in the 1500s, it was quickly discovered that the young fruits could also be used in the same manner, hence the transfer of cooking techniques and terminology. The modern Zucchino Rampicante also supplies zucchini, and remains one of the most popular of the Italian squashes raised not just for the young fruit but for its rich-flavored mature flesh as well. The young ones, about the size of the one depicted in the illustration, can be used like any zucchini. The ripe squash may be stored over the winter and employed in the innumerable pumpkin recipes that the Italians have developed around pasta, especially as stuffing in gnocchi and ravioli. Cooked with yellow tomatoes, the flavor turns fruity and makes a delightful base for soups. The diced ripe squash may be cooked with chopped fruit in syrup to make marmellata, and a tasty salad can be prepared by poaching the cubed squash in salted water and then serving it cold with chopped mint and an olive oil dressing. And do not forget the flowers. The large male flowers are perfect for stuffing and frying. They can be picked late in the morning after the bees have done their work, thus avoiding a shortfall of squashes later in the season. All in all, the Zucchino Rampicante is one of the most versatile of all the squash in the garden. If that is not enough to recommend it, consider this: it climbs, so it can be trellised or run up a fence; thus it is also a great space saver and will even provide a quick screen for an apartment terrace, since this is one squash that can be grown successfully in tubs.


  ZWOLLSCHE KRUL CELERY


  [ Netherlands ]


  


  BOTANICAL NAME: Apium graveolens


  FAMILY: Apiaceae


  [image: Image]


  Zwolle is the capital of the Dutch province of Overyssel. Historically, it was a trading port, a member of the Hanseatic League and a free city of the Holy Roman Empire. It is perhaps best known for Thomas á Kempis, the ecclesiastical author of the late Middle Ages whose Augustinian priory was located nearby. It is also a city of swamps, polders, and salt marshes. Salt marshes are the native habitat of wild celery and the origin of Zwollsche Krul (pronounced ZWOL-SHEH krool). Krul means “curly” in Dutch, and this old-fashioned stewing celery is so named because of its crinkled leaves. It is both intensely flavorful and highly ornamental. It is also easy to grow.


  The history of stewing celeries—or “snipping” celeries as they are sometimes called—usually falls under the general label of smallage, an old word in English that includes both parsley and leafy celeries, since they closely resemble each other. Added to this is root parsley, or so-called Hamburg parsley, one of the strains of parsley that develops a carrotlike root. All three of these distinct plants were generally raised for stewing and boiling, and at one time they were considered greens tasty enough to be cooked and eaten as side dishes with meat.


  Being great gardeners, and recognizing celery’s affinity for the swamp soils of Holland, the Dutch in particular took special interest in leaf celeries. During the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, they developed many varieties which are still easy to spot in old Dutch still-life paintings. The famous Dutch cookbook De verstandige kock, first published in 1667, contains numerous recipes utilizing these celeries, especially in hutspot, a type of ragout. There is even a recipe for celery salad. Although Amsterdamse Donkergroene (dark green Amsterdam) is an old variety with flat leaves resembling Italian parsley, Zwollsche Krul is certainly the most attractive of the lot, since its leaves are both frilly and curled. Both of these varieties are sold in England under the name Par-Cel, a word combining parsley and celery.


  
    [image: Image] The plant grows into a bush no higher than a foot, with dark green curly leaves.

  


  Zwollsche Krul is different from common celery because it does not “pipe,” to use the old gardening term. This means that like most soup celeries it does not form tall, thick stems. The plant grows into a bush no higher than a foot, with dark green curly leaves. Its taste is distinctive, lying somewhere between parsley and lovage. I associate it most with Holland’s fish stews and with waterzootje, the so-called North Sea bouillabaisse that is a perfect antidote to the cold, damp climate. The stems of Zwollsche Krul are chopped very finely and stewed with diced potatoes, shallots, bay leaves, thyme, milk, fish stock, and boned sea perch cut into bite-sized pieces (in the seventeenth century this was made with eel). A little white wine is added at the end and then some minced leaves of Zwollsche Krul. The Hotel Krasne Polski in Amsterdam used to serve this as a starter for a truly voluptuous meal of lobster delicately flavored with vodka and truffles. It is difficult to imagine that a homey potherb like Zwollsche Krul could make such a difference in the flavor of a dish, but it does. It is one of those rare blends where the art of the gardener and the art of the cook come together in perfect balance.
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  SOURCE LIST FOR SEEDS AND POTATOES


  


  The following companies are recommended as sources for the vegetables discussed in this book. Most of these companies deal in open-pollinated, heirloom varieties that are grown according to organic specifications. Because some of the smaller seed companies are not wired to the Internet, please respect their ordering procedures.


  Heirloom Gardens of Lancaster, Pennsylvania, and Underwood Gardens of Bensenville, Illinois, carry most of the vegetables discussed. Baker Creek Heirloom Seeds of Mansfield, Missouri, and Irish Eyes in Ellensburg, Washington, should be mentioned for their fine selections of eggplants and potatoes, respectively. All of the vegetables mentioned in this book are also available through Seed Savers Exchange.


  Baker Creek Heirloom Seeds


  2278 Baker Creek Rd.


  Mansfield, MO 65704


  Phone: 417-924-8917


  E-mail: seeds@rareseeds.com


  Web site: www.rareseeds.com


  The Cook’s Garden


  P.O. Box 535


  Londonderry, VT 05148


  Phone: 800-457-9703


  Fax: 800-457-9705


  E-mail: orders.cooksgarden.com


  Web site: www.cooksgarden.com


  Seed orders: Box 5010, Hodges, SC 29653-5010


  Eastern Native Seed Conservancy


  SR 70 Box 131


  Great Barrington, MA 01230


  Phone: 413-229-8316


  E-mail: NatSeeds@aol.com


  Web site: //gemini.berkshire.net/ensc


  Evergreen Y. H. Enterprises


  Box 17538


  Anaheim, CA 92817


  Phone/Fax: 714-637-5769


  Web site: www.evergreenseed.com


  Chinese and other Oriental vegetables.


  Fedco Seeds


  P.O. Box 520


  Waterville, ME 04903-0520


  Phone: 207-872-8317 (for group or co-op orders only; otherwise, no phone orders)


  Fax: 207-872-8317


  Johnny’s Selected Seeds


  1 Foss Hill Rd.


  RR 1, Box 2580


  Albion, ME 04910-9731


  Phone: 207-437-4357


  Fax: 800-437-4290


  E-mail: customerservice@johnnyseeds.com


  Web site: www.johnnyseeds.com


  Maine Seed Saving Network


  P.O. Box 126


  Penobscot, ME 04476


  Redwood City Seed Company


  P.O. Box 361


  Redwood City, CA 94064


  Phone: 650-325-7333


  Web site: www.batnet.com/rwc-seed


  No credit card orders


  Richters


  Goodwood, Ontario LOC IAO


  Canada


  Phone: 905-640-6677


  Fax: 905-640-6641


  Web site: www.richters.com


  P. L. Rohrer & Bro., Inc.


  2472 Old Philadelphia Pike


  Smoketown, PA 17576


  Phone: 717-299-2571


  Thomas Jefferson Center for Historic Plants


  Monticello


  P.O. Box 316


  Charlottesville, VA 22902


  Phone: 804-984-9821


  Fax: 804-977-6140


  Web site: www.monticello.org/shop


  Bountiful Gardens


  18001 Shafer Ranch Rd.


  Willits, CA 95490


  Phone: 707-459-6410


  Fax: 707-459-1925


  E-mail: bountiful@sonic.net


  Heirloom Gardens


  P.O. Box 5277


  Lancaster, PA 17606-5277


  E-mail: heirloomnursery@hotmail.com


  Web site: heirloomnursery.com


  Retail is exclusively online. Items from this book are listed on the Web site.


  Heirloom Seeds


  P.O. Box 245


  West Elizabeth, PA 15088-0245


  Phone: 412-384-0852


  Fax: 412-384-0852


  Web site: www.heirloomseeds.com


  High Mowing Organic Seed Farm


  813 Brook Rd.


  Wolcott, VT 05680


  Phone: 802-888-2480


  J. L. Hudson


  Star Route 2, Box 337


  La Honda, CA 94020


  Irish Eyes


  P.O. Box 307


  Thorp, WA 98946


  Phone: 509-925-6025


  Fax: 800-964-9210


  Web site: www.irish-eyes.com


  Fine online potato catalog.


  Fax: 800-437-4290


  E-mail: PL_Rohrer@compuserve.com


  Salt Spring Seeds


  Box 444, Ganges P.O.


  Salt Spring Island, BC


  V8K 2W1 Canada


  Phone: 250-537-5269 (no phone orders)


  Web site: www.saltspring.com/ssseeds


  Seed Savers Exchange


  3076 North Winn Rd.


  Decorah, IA 52101


  Phone: 319-382-5990


  Fax: 319-382-5872


  Seeds of Change


  P.O. Box 15700


  Santa Fe, NM 87506-5700


  Phone: 888-762-7333


  Fax: 888-329-4762


  E-mail: gardener@seedsofchange.com


  Web site: www.seedsofchange.com


  Shepherd’s Garden Seeds


  30 Irene St.


  Torrington, CT 06790-6658


  Phone: 860-482-3638


  Web site: www.shepherdseeds.com


  Underwood Gardens


  4N381 Maple Ave.


  Bensenville, IL 60106


  Fax: 888-382-7041


  E-mail: info@underwoodgardens.com


  Web site: www.underwoodgardens.com
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  St. Barbara’s Cress, 245


  Salade de Russie lettuce, 217–18


  salsa criolla campesina, 47, 49–50


  salsa de aji limón, 5


  Sauer, Christopher, 192


  Schärer, Dora, 130


  sea kale, 135–36, 231


  Seed Savers Exchange, 8, 37, 121, 132, 150, 216, 272, 273


  Seeds of Change, 273


  seed source list, 293–96


  Seminole Indians, 59


  Seminole pumpkin, 59


  Shah or Mikado white tomato, 219–21


  shallots:


  Banana, 20–23


  Cuisse de Poulet, 20–23


  griselle, 22, 109–11, 261


  Sherrard, Dr. William, 226


  Shungiku edible


  chrysanthemum, 222–23


  Sketches towards a Hortus Botanicus Americanus (Titford), 138


  Smallanthus sonchifolius, 265


  snails, 224–25


  Snowflake potato, 148


  Solanaceae, 1, 4, 7, 14, 17, 24, 27, 36, 48, 51, 61, 95, 96, 106, 137, 140, 146, 149, 155, 158, 166, 169, 197, 202, 210, 215, 242, 260, 268, 275


  Solanum ajanhuiri, 158


  Solanum macrocarpon, 95


  Solanum mammosum, 15


  Solanum melongena, 140, 242


  Solanum muricatum, 169


  Solanum quitoense, 14


  Solanum sessiliflorum, 15–16


  Solanum tuberosum, 7, 17, 24, 146, 166, 210, 268


  sooyosopig, 3


  sopa paraguaya, 3


  sorrel:


  Buckler-Leaf, 179


  Osielle de Belleville, 179


  Profusion, 179–81, 247


  source list for seeds and potatoes, 293–96


  Southern Queen sweet potato, 200


  Spotted Aleppo lettuce, xiii, 154, 226–28


  squash:


  crookneck, 284


  pumpkins, see pumpkins


  Winter Luxury, 263–64


  Zucca Marina de Chioggia, xiii, 278–80


  zucchini, see zucchini


  Zucchino Rampicante, 284–86


  Stachys affinis, 92


  Stachys sieboldii, 92


  strawberries, Eliza, 249


  strawberry rhubarb, 71, 249


  sugar bean, 229–30


  sunflowers, 266


  Sunset Gardener, 177


  sustainable agriculture, 80, 108, 271


  Sutton’s Abundance potato, 18


  Sweet Potato Culture (Fitz), 200


  sweet potatoes:


  Margarita, 187


  Pumpkin Yam, 185–87, 264


  Red Brazil, 97, 200–201


  Southern Queen, 200


  Swenson, John, 43, 183


  T


  Tangerine tomato, 150


  taro, black, 33–35


  Tartar bread plant, 231–33


  Tater Mater Seeds, 107


  Teltow turnip, 12, 234–36


  Terre de Semences, 217


  Theatrum botanicum (Zwinger), 105


  Thouin, André, 170


  tick bean or fève á couper, 237–38


  Titford, William, 138, 230


  toad skin melon, 239–41


  tomatoes:


  apricot, 14–16


  Brandywine, 220


  cherry, 106–7


  Dixie Golden Giant, 151


  Geever’s Mammoth Orange, 150


  Green Grape, xi, 106–8


  Haubners Vollundung, 198


  Mary Reynolds’s Orange, 149–51


  Mikado white, 219–21


  Mr. Jack, 155–57


  Mrs. Jack, 157


  Old German, 149


  Old Moyamensing, xii–xiii


  Power’s Heirloom, 149, 221


  Queen of the Earlies, 197–99


  Re Umberto, 202–4


  Rheinlands Ruhm, 198


  Roughwood Golden Plum, 150, 215–16


  Shah, 219–21


  Tangerine, 150


  tomate pomme rouge, xii–xiii


  tree, 15


  Turner’s Hybrid, 220


  Wagner’s Green Zebra, 259, 260–62


  Zapotec Pleated, 156–57


  tortelli, 280


  Tozetti, Ottavio, 279


  Tromboncino, see Zucchino Rampicante


  Turner’s Hybrid tomato, 220


  turnips:


  dwarf choy sum, 67–69, 111


  Teltow, 12, 234–36


  U


  Udmalbet eggplant or aubergine, 242–44


  Umberto I, King of Italy, 203


  U.S. Department of Agriculture, 28, 132


  V


  Valerianaceae, 101


  Valerianella eriocarpa, 101


  variegated winter cress, 245–47


  vatapá, 29


  Vegetable Garden, The (Vilmorin-Andrieux), 40, 99, 228


  vegetable marrow, Italian, 281


  Vegetables of New York, The (Hedrick), 281


  Vermont Champion potato, 148


  Vert de Vaulx cardoon, 39


  vetch, Louvana chickling, 143–45


  Vicia faba, 55


  Vick, James, 99


  Victoria, Queen, 248, 249


  Victoria rhubarb, 71, 190, 248–50


  Vigna subterranea, 270


  Vigna unguiculata, 64, 213


  Vilmorin, Henri, 186


  Vilmorin-Andrieux, 40, 99, 125, 228


  vinagre de buena mulata, 37


  violet carrot, 251–53


  Violet de Gournay radish, 254–56


  violetto artichoke, 257–59


  Voandzia subterranea, 270


  W


  Wagner, Tom, 107, 108, 261


  Wagner’s Green Zebra tomato, 259, 260–62


  watercress, 246


  Waters, Alice, 108


  Watkins & Simpson, 98


  White, William, 186


  Wife’s Own Book, The (Bishop), 249


  winter cress, variegated, 245–47


  Winter Luxury squash, 263–64


  Wolfner & Weisz, 198


  wood sunflower, 93


  Wylie House Historic Garden Project, 201


  X


  Xanthosoma sagittifolium, 195


  Xanthosoma violaceum, 194


  Y


  yacon, 265–67


  Yam potato, 268–69


  yams, 185


  Yates, Samuel, 132


  yautia, purple, 194–96


  Yvart, Victor, 92


  Z


  Zaden, Enza, 152–53


  Zapotec Indians, 163


  Zapotec Pleated tomato, 156–57


  Zea mays, 163


  Zimbabwe red bambara, 270–74


  Zipser Türkenspitz pepper, 275–77


  Zucca d’Albenga, see Zucchino Rampicante


  Zucca Marina di Chioggia squash, xiii, 278–80


  zucchini or cocozelle, xi, 281–83


  Zucchino Rampicante, 284–86


  Zwinger, Theodore, 105


  Zwollsche Krul celery, 12–13, 181, 287–89
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