SPILLING THE BEANS BY JILL ROSE

WOMEN AND WINE
It started as a social event and a way to learn more about wine. speak at wine groups all over the country, and the group realized
Today, Divas Uncorked is a thriving business, and the group has it had an opportunity to send a message to the wine industry.

just released its first wine: a light chardon-
nay designed to go well with spicy foods.

In 1999, Karen Holmes Ward was in-
vited by Stephanie Browne to be a founding
member of the group of 12 African-Amer-
ican women that functioned much like a
book club. Each member hosts one of the
monthly wine tastings and is responsible for
not only picking and purchasing the wines,
but also providing educational materials
about the selections.

At the time, Ward knew there were cer-
tain wines she liked and others she did not,
but she could not easily describe her tastes.
“Once we started identifying essences, I
quickly learned that what I'm drawn to in
chardonnays is the oaky, vanilla taste. I
don’t like the citrus, grassy taste that is
sometimes associated with sauvignon
blanc,” she said.

Along with a greatly increased knowledge
of wine types, geographies and food pair-
ings, Ward now has confidence when order-
ing wines in restaurants. “It helped me
establish my personal flavor profile,” she
said. “Now, when I go into restaurants, I
may not say, ‘Give me the 1978 such and
such,” but I can say to the wine director that
I would like a white wine that has a light
oak with some vanilla and honey and ask
what he or she recommends.”

The group was such a social and educa-
tional success that many of the divas
friends wanted to join. Wanting to keep the
wine club itself small, Brown, Ward, and
the others began hosting wine dinners that
were open to the public, which quickly
grew into a wine conference for women
with master sommelier Andrea Immer
Robinson as the main speaker.

The dinners attracted the press, which
quickly latched onto the group’s unique
teaching style. “None of us are sommeliers

or masters of wine; we're approaching it from the enthusiasm of add more wines to their portfolio next year, including a zinfandel
a normal consumer,” said Ward. The result was invitations to and a viognier.

“They were overlooking a huge market in
women and people of color,” said Holmes.
—i'; The Mendocino Wine Company, headed
by Paul Dolan and Tim Thornhill, was the
first to join the Divas Uncorked Collabo-
rative Consortium, a group formed to

i
=
-
reach out to women and consumers of
color. Another consortium member, the
Hess Collection Winery, helped create the
Divas Uncorked Hess Collection Scholar-
ship at Boston University’s Elizabeth
Bishop Wine Resource Center. “The idea
is to change the face of wine—this pro-
gram allows a woman or person of color to
do their advanced studies in wine at Eliza-
beth Bishop. Once they do that, they are
one step closer to being master somme-
liers,” said Holmes.

This fall, the group is taking the next step
by introducing the Divas Uncorked 2005
Mendocino Chardonnay, produced by
Mendocino Wine Co. The wine will be
available on the group’s Web site, debut at
the Foxwoods Food & Wine Festival (Sept
8-10) and roll out this winter in select wine
stores in Greater Boston. With a high-im-
pact bright green-and-blue label featuring
the Divas Uncorked logo, it will be hard to
miss.

Ward said the group began with a

chardonnay because it’s the choice of many

divasuncorked
siters who sip!

chardonnay

people who are trying wine for the first
time. The divas worked with the vineyard
on the wine’s taste profile: lighter than a
traditional chardonnay, having been pri-
marily fermented in stainless steel to pre-
serve fresh fruit flavors, and with a small
portion fermented in oak barrels, which
contributes a vanilla complexity to the fin-
ished wine.

The original wine-tasting group is now
down to 10 members but still meets every
month, and Ward said the divas plan to
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MORE BEANS

TURNIP ARDOR

In Westport, MA, people are crazy for turnips. But not just any
turnip—the Macomber turnip, a white, sweet version that purees
beautifully and is only grown on farms in the area.

Aaron Derego, head chef at Westport's The Back Eddy restau-
rant (started by East Coast Grill's Chris Schlesinger), understands
the vegetable’s popularity. He says the Macomber is unlike any
other turnip, with a mild earthiness and a sweetness that pairs well
with seafood. The restaurant is known for its Macomber turnip
soup with lobster and truffle oil, which is requested by patrons as
soon as they see the turnips available in the market.

Derego has created many dishes around the turnip’s unique fla-
vor over the years, including pickled turnip and turnip hash. The
restaurant has even done dinners featuring the vegetable and has at-
tracted what Derego jokingly calls turnip groupies. “We bill it as
a novelty, but we get a lot of customers who are surprised by how
tasty it is,” he says.

According to the folks at Westport’s Lees Market, which sells
Macombers every October and November (they must be pulled
out of the ground after the first frost), the unusual turnip began
when Westport brothers Adin and Elihu Macomber attended a
Philadelphia fair in 1876 and returned with seeds for experimen-

tation. They planted rutabagas next to radishes, and the Macomber
turnip was born.

Bob Pierce, owner of Berry Hill Farm, supplies the turnips to
Lees Market every year and says his favorite way to eat them is
raw—right out in the field. Pierce produces about 300 bushels of
Macombers on his 50-acre farm in Westport, most of them be-
tween four and nine inches in diameter.

Pierce says he’s seen the turnip prepared any number of ways
but the most popular is a mixture of carrots and turnips mashed to-
gether. Perhaps one of the more creative ideas for the vegetable was
created by Kerry Romaniello, master chef at Westport Rivers &
Vineyards, who provides a detailed history of the Macomber along
with her recipe for Westport Macomber Cake in Out of the Earth:
A Heritage Farm Coast Cookbook (Spinner Publications, 1999).

In addition to Berry Hill Farm, several area farms grow the
sought-after turnip, including Noquochoke Orchards and Four
Town Farm in Seekonk. The latter sells to a Boston-area distributor
that supplies Shaw’s Markets, the former sells to farmer’s markets
in Newton (295 California Street and Cold Springs Park at Beacon
Street), Brookline and Boston’s City Hall Plaza.

ROMANTIC CONDIMENTS

Falling in love in Paris may not sound
unusual. But when chef Didi Davis last
visited the City of Lights, she fell for a
condiment rather than a person.

After 30 years of teaching cooking
classes and writing cookbooks, Davis
was ready for a change. And when she
tasted the vanilla salt she found at a
farmers market, she knew she had to
come home and recreate it. From there,
Davis’s line of products grew to four fla-
vored salts and four sugars.

All of Davis’s products are made by
hand in small batches in her small store
on Mitchell Road in Ipswich. She is committed to using only fresh in-
gredients, starting all of her sugars with large crystal natural Hawaiian
cane sugar and even borrowing a friend’s dehydrator to dry mint from
her garden for her mojito sugar, since using fresh mint was impracti-
cal. Coffee, orange ginger and lemon sugars make up the rest of the
line.

The salts begin with fleur de sel and feature vanilla, fennel thyme,
smoked spice paprika, smoked sweet paprika, and—coming soon—
wasabi ginger and chai spice. Each of the products comes with sug-

gested uses (try the vanilla salt on pop-
corn and the coffee sugar on cooked
bacon or creme briilée), as well as
recipes Davis developed around the
products.

Her training as a chef and cookbook
writer puts Davis on solid ground when
it comes to recipes such as pan fried
pork tenderloin with vanilla salt and
smoked fish chowder, both of which
feature clear instructions for the home
cook. Equally tempting are the sweet
recipes, including molasses and
Swedish butter cookies that can be

made using either lemon, coffee or orange-ginger sugar.

Look for more delicious products from the highly inventive Davis
kitchen—she’s already developed an addictive snack of cranberries and
organic pistachios called cranstachio and turned the citrus fruits left
from zesting into orange-lemon and lime-mint syrups for flavoring
iced tea or glazing fresh vegetables from her beloved farmers markets.

Davis’s products are sold at farmers markets and Boston-area stores,
including John Dewar & Co. in Newton Centre and A. Russo &
Sons in Watertown, and on her Web site (www.dididavisfood.com).
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