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edible traditions
Fiddleheads

by elizabeth gawthrop riely

The coiled shoots of young ferns make an apt metaphor for
spring, pushing up through the detritus of winter. Thoreau
in Walden called them “the first tender signs of the infant
year just peeping forth.” Throughout the northeast the un-
furled greens mark their own Appalachian trail northward
with the change of season, in woods and thickets and espe-
cially the alluvial soil along rivers and creeks, Thoreau’s “ever
rich and fertile shores.” 

Each spring fiddleheads appear at the same time as morels,
ramps, and, in coastal rivers, the running of the shad. In field
and forest you can spot
the wild green shoots by
the dried fronds left from
last year. During two
weeks or so at a given lo-
cation, fiddleheads
beckon until those coils
spring open into leafy
inedible ferns. And then
you wait, wait until next
spring: no air shipments
from California or Chile.
This short season and its
long anticipation must be
part of the appeal, along
with the fanciful name
fiddlehead, after the
scrolled ornament at the
end of a violin’s neck.

Following the practice of
American Indians, for-
agers who seek out fiddle-
heads know to snap off
only a few from each
plant so it can survive until next year. For the rest of us, who
live comfortably in urban and suburban domesticity, these
wild greens have a certain rustic chic. Curiously, in Europe
they have never caught on, perhaps for their whiff of famine.
In Asia they are held in high esteem. Many fern varieties
thrive in New Zealand’s lush climate. There the majestic sil-
ver fern is a central Maori symbol—ponga,  signifying re-
birth—carved from jade as a neck pendant, sewed on rugby
shirts, and painted onto the sides of airplanes. 

Back in Boston, the flavor of this vegetable is somewhere be-
tween asparagus, green beans, and new-mown grass. Some
people find the tannic overtones, imparted by the brown tis-
sue layer removed in blanching, too assertive. For many New
Englanders this bracing quality provides a welcome spring
tonic. 

Fiddleheads do not keep well, so after purchase or picking
wrap them in plastic to use soon. Choose firm specimens,
bright green and smaller in size. Snap off the stem as it spins
out of its spiral, unless you need it as a handle for dipping.

You can blanch, steam,
braise, boil, or sauté them.
I usually blanch them first
regardless, shock them
under cold running water,
gently rub them between
my hands to remove the
brown tissue, and then
drain well. Chop or purée
them if you wish—but I
never seem to have such a
glut. If you are eating large
quantities, ostrich fern (the
variety sold in markets) is
the one to use, as other va-
rieties may be carcino-
genic. They should not be
eaten raw.

Fiddleheads go with a
wide variety of savory
foods. In general, the sim-
pler the better to show off
the beautiful coiled form
and spring green color. I

like to combine them with other spring delicacies to savor “the
first tender signs of the infant year,” as in this dish of salmon
with fiddleheads. �

Elizabeth Gawthrop Riely edits the Radcliffe Culinary Times, newsletter
of the Schlesinger Library at Harvard, on the history of food. Her diction-
ary, The Chef ’s Companion (John Wiley & Sons), in print for 20 years,
is now in its 3rd edition, marking changes in the edible landscape. You may
find her at the Brookline or Newton farmers’ market.
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SSAAUUTTEEÉÉDD SSAALLMMOONN WWIITTHH FFIIDDDDLLEEHHEEAADD FFEERRNNSS

Makes 4 to 6 first-course servings, or 2 to 3 main-course servings

½ pound fiddlehead ferns, stems trimmed  
3 Tbsp unsalted butter
Salt and freshly ground pepper to taste
1 pound salmon fillet, skin and pin bones removed
1/3 cup dry white wine
2 Tbsp  lemon juice + lemon slices for garnish

To remove the bitter tannin flavor from the fiddleheads, first
blanch them. Drop them in a pot of boiling water. Return the
water to a boil, drain the ferns, and immediately put them in a
bath of cold water; drain again. Check over the ferns to remove
as much of the brown paper tissue as you can without disturbing
the curls. This can be done ahead of time.

Shortly before serving, bring a fresh clean pot of water to a boil.
Drop in the fiddleheads, return to a boil, then simmer until ten-
der, about 4 minutes. Drain thoroughly and toss them with 1 ta-
blespoon butter and salt and pepper. Set aside and keep hot. 

Over low heat, melt 1 tablespoon butter in a large skillet. 
Gently sauté the salmon, bone side down, for about 3 minutes
without letting it color. Very carefully turn with a spatula (or
two) and sauté the other side for another 2 minutes. 

Add the white wine and lemon juice to the pan and cook until
the salmon is barely done, about 2 minutes more (it will con-
tinue to cook in the residual heat). Season with salt and pepper. 

Cut the salmon into neat serving pieces, put them on hot plates,
and surround with the fiddleheads. Reduce the liquid left in the
pan, swirl in the remaining tablespoon of butter, and spoon this
sauce over the fish. Garnish with lemon slices and serve.

Fiddlehead recipe
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