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A Kernel of Corn History

Sweet corn is a signature summer taste in New England. It means
hot weather, the glory of farmers’ markets, a few short months
of cooking and eating outdoors, and an excuse for butter and
salt. With unrefined pleasure, we grasp a hot cob and bite. Ker-
nels pop between teeth, delivering sweet milk and a satisfying
crunch. 

But corn has a complicated past and a checkered present. Its
meaning has never been simple. For early American settlers it
was a matter of survival, a relatively nutritious native plant that
grew easily where familiar wheat and oats would not.

For many indigenous tribes of this continent corn was a sacred
substance; the center of their identities and cultures; a fifth ele-
ment, alongside earth, air, fire and water. Corn inspired music,
myth and ritual; motivated learning about seasonal change and
the development of agricultural calendars. Corn elevated the sta-
tus of women who tended it, for tightly wrapped corn seed could
not propagate itself.

But many Europeans regarded the grain with scorn and con-
tempt. Corn was unknown in 15th Century Europe until
Christopher Columbus made his storied journeys westward.
Early accounts of these voyages include corn among the things
New World people ate, along with “human flesh” and yams. So
corn became despicable by association with people regarded as
savages. Nevertheless, it has spread the world over. 

A great many varieties of corn had been growing, evolving and
spreading from Mexico for thousands of years before Columbus
“discovered” it. He brought back several types to Spain. Colum-
bus and his fellow explorers also introduced avocados, tomatoes,
potatoes, chocolate, green beans and peppers, in a great
“transoceanic migration of ingredients and ideas” transforming
European cuisines. Uniquely, corn adapted to a wide range of
soil and climate conditions. It hybridized easily and has spread
to every part of the world, except the poles. 

Corn’s mutability has given rise to hundreds of varieties – many
of them now lost to modern agriculture. Sweet corn is just one
of five large categories. Each of them - pop, sweet, dent, flint and
flour – has its characteristic mix of starch and protein, and its
own culinary uses. 

Popcorn is the oldest known corn. Originally it grew on cobs no
bigger than your little fingernail, writes Betty Fussell in Crazy
for Corn (HarperPerennial, 1995). In this fun and informative
cookbook, she describes the five types, summarizes their natural
history, and provides recipes for each from The Americas, Europe
and Africa. 

In the late 19th century, our U.S. foremothers were boiling
young, “green” dent corn for eating, just as native North Amer-
icans had done. Cooking time – 30 to 60 minutes! As sweet corn
came into vogue early in the 20th century, the boil dropped to
20 minutes, then 10, then 3 as starch content diminished and
sugar rose. Nowadays “Sweet” means 5 to 10 percent of the ker-

nel is sugar. “Sugar-Enhanced” contains 15 to 20 percent. 
“Supersweet” 25 to 30 percent – at the expense, some say of
corn flavor.

Most of us only encounter dent, flint and flour types in dried
form, Fussell reports. Dent is favored in the South as whole ker-
nel hominy or ground into grits. In the Southwest, flour types are
used for posole and tortillas. Traditionally, flint varieties were
grown and ground in the North for johnnycake batter. Historic,
imaginative and delicious corn recipes abound for every meal,
every course and accompaniment. 

With corn, there is plenty to savor, and plenty to critique as well.
Much has been written of the distortions built-in to U.S. land
use and farm policy. Corn planting decisions on industrial scale
farms have been decoupled from price signals. Taxpayers under-
write the surpluses with subsidies. The surpluses support a system
of feedlot meat and poultry production that has broken the sym-
biotic relationship of animal waste, plant nutrition and healthy
land. Our national diet has been flooded with corn-syrup, a
highly processed sweetener raising caloric values and challenging
our bodies’ metabolic abilities. Meanwhile, the ubiquity of cheap,
U.S.-grown corn abroad has disrupted other farm economies.
Indeed, along with a passion for cooking and eating, historic per-
spective and support for our local growers, there is a lot to digest
about this remarkable grass as you bite down on that delicious
summer cob.  �

 BY BÉATRICE PELTRE

Serves 4 as an appetizer.

3 medium sized vine tomatoes (about 6.5 oz each)
2 cob corns (about 12 oz each)
2 Tbsp fresh coriander, chopped 
(you can also use basil instead)

1 large shallot, chopped thinly
1 Tbsp gomasio (or sesame seeds)
2 Tbsp pine nuts, dry roasted
½ vanilla bean, seeds removed
1½ Tbsp balsamic vinegar
3 Tbsp olive oil
Pinch of paprika
Salt and pepper

Wash the tomatoes and blanch them for 1 minute  in
boiling water. Rinse under cold water and remove the
skin and seeds. Dice them. Place them in a colander and
season with salt. Leave to rest for 30 minutes.

Remove the leaves from the cob corns and wash them.
Boil them in salted water for 4 minutes. Rinse under
cold water and slice the kernels off. Let cool.

In a small bowl, place the vanilla seeds. Add 1½  table-
spoon balsamic vinegar and 3 tablespoons olive oil.
Whisk well. Place the tomatoes and corn kernels in a
large bowl with the gomasio (or sesame seeds), chopped
shallot and coriander. Add half of the dressing and mix
well. 

Season with salt and pepper. Take 4 individual 1- cup
ramekins. Line them with parchment paper and fill them
with the vegetables to the top. Cover each with a small
piece of parchment paper. Place a weight on top and put
in the fridge for 1 hour.

To serve your dish, take 4 individual appetizer plates. Re-
move the top piece of parchment paper and flip the
ramekin at the center of the plate. Remove the parch-
ment paper carefully. Repeat with the other ramekins.
Decorate with coriander and a pinch of paprika. Serve
with the rest of the vinaigrette, dry roasted pine nuts and
toasted slices of country bread.

Béatrice grew up in France, traveled around the world and now lives in Boston
where she runs the popular food blog “La Tartine Gourmande”
http://www.beaskitchen.com/blog which features anecdotal stories, photography
and bilingual recipes.

CORN AND TOMATO TARTAR
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