HAIL ASPARAGUS!

BY IRENE COSTELLO

Perhaps asparagus originated in the Mediterranean,
but today this Old World plant has made its mark as a
truly global food. The ancient Greeks cultivated it as
early as 200 BC, and Emperor Augustus Caesar praised
asparagus for its sweet mild flavor and succulent fleshy
texture. Its popularity spread quickly throughout the
Roman Empire. While falling into obscurity during the
dark ages, by the middle ages the regal vegetable reap-
peared in the French court at Versailles. Today we find
asparagus cultivated from Europe to Asia, across North
America to Mexico and Peru.

Recognized as a high-value peren-
nial vegetable crop, commercial as-
paragus production began in the
United States in the 1800s concen-
trated in California, Washington
and Michigan. Until the 1930s
Massachusetts was a leading pro-
ducer, but Concord farmer Pat Mc-
Grath recalls the blight that struck
the root systems resulting in the
crop’s severe decline. It has taken
decades to bring asparagus back to
the state in a meaningful way.
Thankfully we have places like
Nourse Farms, a small plant nursery
in western Massachusetts that spe-
cializes in micropropagation. They
provide the new all—ma%e and highly
productive hybrids such as Jersey
Supreme, Jersey Knight and Purple
Passion to farmers and gardeners.

Asparagus loves the sandy, loamy soil of river ways,
and the Connecticut River Valley offers fertile ground
for growers. Boston’s network of riverways offers ideal
conditions for asparagus production too. The perennial
requires patience though because new plants take three
to four years before they can be harvested. However,
they will continue to produce in their permanent beds
for 20 and sometimes up to 30 years. Although some-
what labor-intensive at harvesting, asparagus is a much
appreciated cash crop for farmers in spring. Around

ere we see mostly the nice thick green Jersey varieties,
but look for the purple asparagus too. Purple Passion
is a connoisseur’s delight. Its tender spears are beautiful,
deep burgundy with a creamy green interior that gives

it a wonderfully mild and sweet flavor. Don’t even
bother to cook it. Straight from the field, use it raw in
a spring salad.

Nutritionally, asparagus is a dieter’s delight. One spear
has only four calories, but the dlgestlve process requlres
more than that making it one of those “negative calorie”
foods. Packed with vitamins, minerals, and cancer-
fighting antioxidants, it has long been prized for its me-
dicinal qualities. Moreover, high amounts of folic acid

v makes it good for pregnant
i women and helps to avoid birth
defects. So eat and be merry!

For all its grand history and rep-
utation as a “royal vegetable,” as-
paragus does face a dilemma in
epicurean circles. Culinary ex-
perts generally agree that aspara-
gus is one of the most difficult
foods to match with wine. Its as-
sertive, vegetal flavor can clash
with many wines producing an
unpleasant metallic taste. Not
wishing the pleasures of aspara-
gus season to disrupt our enjoy-
ment of wine, we decided to ask
a few local wine experts for their
opinions on the matter. Giving
each a brief description of our
recipes, they offered wine sugges-
tions for asparagus with three
different accompaniments - a lemony vinaigrette, a
crispy prosciutto, and a savory tart with goat cheese.

Ellen Alden, sommelier of the North Shore’s Red Oak
Winery, agrees that asparagus is not a magical pairing
with many wines. She comments that asparagus’ grassy
green smell, chewy texture, and distinctive flavor re-
quire a dry, crisp white wine with similar grassy charac-
teristics. Ellen suggests pairing the asparagus and
vinaigrette with Red Oak Sauvignon Blanc. “This will
be a wonderful pairing; combining delicate flavors, tex-
tures and aromas.” She further points out that this wine
has a touch of French oak which adds some fresh flavors
and balance to all the citrus flavors coming from the
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WHO'S GROWING THE STALKS?

Here are a few places to find local asparagus. Let
us know if you know of more growers.

Allandale Farm, Brookline
Marini Farms, Ipswich
McGrath Farm, Concord
Tender Crop Farm, Newbury
Verrill Farm, Concord
Wilsons Farm, Lexington

lemon vinaigrette.

With asparagus and crispy prosciutto Ellen suggests a
medium bodied Red Oak Red Barbera. She believes in
pairing wine together with foods from the same places of
origin, and although produced locally, the Barbera has
an Italian style. It is light with a lot of cherry, and its
high acidity will cut through the saltiness of the pro-
sciutto.

For the savory asparagus tart with goat cheese, Ellen
recommends Red Oak Chardonnay. “The cheese in this
dish requires a dry and crisp wine that also has a smooth
texture.” She suggests that the subtle oak flavors from
this wine will match well with the tart’s buttery flavors.
“The Chardonnay has a wonderful balance of fruit and
oak, and a fantastic acidity level that will cut through
the strong flavors of the cheese while still matching the
weight of this special asparagus creation.”

Jonathon Alsop, a wine author and educator, also ac-
knowledges the traditional rule of thumb that asparagus
and wine do not work together. However, he believes
that people simply experience taste differently. Agreeing
with Ellen, he maintains that perfectly suitable wines can
be paired with asparagus depending upon what accom-
panies it and how asparagus is prepared.

For our recipes though, Jonathon looks to asparagus’
Old World origins and offers wine suggestions that we
can find in local stores. His first recommendation for
simple preparations such as steaming and blanching with
a lemony vinaigrette is a bone dry, ice cold sherry “espe-
cially if you dress up the asparagus with some nice big
crunchy grains of sea salt.” He suggests NV Hidalgo “La
Gitana” Manzanilla Sherry (about $10, 500ml bottle).

Crispy prosciutto makes Jonathon think of Pinot
Bianco from Northern Italy. The 2005 Franz Haas,
Pinot Bianco (about $13) has big fruit and a forceful fla-
vor that stands up to asparagus while its natural
geography matches beautifully with the prosciutto.

For a savory asparagus tart with goat cheese Jonathon
suggests a light red such as Beaujolais. “People disrespect
Beaujolais because of the cheap, fun-loving image of the
ubiquitous Nouveau. The best are light, juicy, spicy, and
often confused with much more expensive Pinot Noir.”
Try any of these more mature 2005 vintages:

Georges Duboeuf Brouilly (about $13)

Louis Jadot Beaujolais Villages (about $11)
Manoir du Carra “Non-Filtre” (Unfiltered)
Beaujolais-Villages (about $14)

Bill Russell of Wesport Rivers Winery in southeastern
Massachusetts agrees that asparagus does indeed wreak
havoc with wine. For asparagus grilled or roasted with
plenty of herbs, he would try a Sauvignon Blanc. How-
ever, Bill also offers a different approach. “Forget the
wine, pair with beer instead.” He believes, with its sweet
maltiness and bitter hops, beer is a great beverage to pair
with asparagus. We have many local and regional brew-
ers to choose from including the other half of the Russell
family’s business, Buzzards Bay Brewing. With the vinai-
grette Bill recommends a hoppy IPA or nice crisp
Pilsner. The savory asparagus and goat cheese tart calls
for malty sweetness in the beer. Here Bill suggests Buz-
zards Bay brews such as Alt Bier and Dopplebock (Dou-
ble Bock).

So, this May as soon as you see local asparagus in your
farm stand, try one or more of our recipes with our wine
experts suggestions, and tell us what you think.

Is asparagus still difficult to match with wine? What
about Bill Russell’s beer suggestions? We eagerly await
your comments and suggestions.

Enjoy! O

Irene Costello—After 20 years in the corporate world, Irene broke out ro
develop her passion for cooking. She earned her masters degree in gas-
tronomy and a certificate in culinary arts from Boston University. She
also has a certificate in wine studies from the Wine and Spirits Education
Trust. Irene joined Ruby Chard as a managing parmer in 2002 bringing
a unique combination of culinary and business experience. Irene earned

her undergraduate degree from Georgetown University.
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ASPARAGUS RECIPES

Choosing Asparagus:

Choose asparagus that are uniform in size for even cooking.
The tips of the asparagus should be tight with buds that are
not opening. The bottoms of the stems where the asparagus
was cut at the farm should not be dried and shriveled.
Whether you choose thin or thick asparagus is your personal
preference. Thin asparagus has a greener grassier flavor and
some say more snap; while thicker asparagus has a more but-
tery flavor but woodier stems that need to be trimmed,
adding to waste. However the woody stems can be used for
soup or purees, which freeze wonderfully.

Prepping Asparagus:

Rinse the asparagus under cold running water. Gently snap
one asparagus stalk between your two hands to determine the
breaking point between the crisp middle and the tougher bot-
toms. Where the stalk snaps is the length at which this group
of asparagus should be cut. (Always taste the difference between
the more fibrous ends and the remainder of the crispier stalk.)
If you are using thicker asparagus use a pairing knife to shave
or peel the bottom inch of the outer woody layer. This will give
an even consistency to the whole stalk of asparagus.

Tips for Blanching or Steaming Asparagus:

The premise behind blanching or steaming asparagus is to
cook the asparagus as quickly as possible to the point of “just
tender”. When the asparagus is “just tender”, the stalks will
have a crispy or snappy center and a bright green appearance.
If asparagus are over-cooked they tend to become soft, stringy
and duller in color. They will also lose their vitamins in a
longer cooking process.

Shocking is a method in which blanched or steamed aspara-
gus are quickly chilled in an ice bath. The steaming hot as-
paragus are plunged into a bowl of water and ice (shocked)
which stops the cooking process so the asparagus can be en-
joyed at room temperature.

The secret to blanching/steaming and shocking asparagus is to
work in small batches. Any home cook can easily blanch one
bunch at a time. If you do more than one bunch be aware of
how much the water needs to heat back up to boiling once the
asparagus is in the water and how much ice you will need to
chill it during the shocking phase. The smaller batches give you
more control so you will have crisp vitamin packed asparagus.
The other secret is to remove the asparagus from the ice bath
as soon as it is chilled, usually 1-2 minutes. Drain the asparagus
in a colander and dry them in one layer on dishtowels. If as-
paragus sit in the ice bath too long they will become soggy.

ROASTED ASPARAGUS WITH BROWNED BUTTER
Serves 5-6 as a side dish

This is a very simple preparation, and browning the butter
adds a nutty-sweetness.

1 bunch of asparagus, trimmed whole
1 Tbsp olive oil
3 — 4 Tbsp good quality butter

Sea salt or kosher salt to taste
Pre-heat the oven to 450 degrees.

Toss the asparagus in a bowl with the olive oil and lay the as-
paragus on a sheet pan in one layer. Depending on its thick-
ness roast the asparagus for 6 — 10 minutes. The asparagus is
done when its surface begins to slightly pucker and there is
some browning on the bottom. They will turn bright green
in color.

While the asparagus are in the oven, heat a small saucepan on
medium-low and add the butter. Once the butter is melted,
reduce the heat to low and continue to cook. The butter will
foam on the surface and when the foaming dissipates, the fat
particles on the bottom of the pan will begin to turn brown.
Once the particles are lightly browned remove the butter
from the heat.

Transfer the roasted asparagus to a serving platter and drizzle
with the browned butter. Sprinkle with the sea salt or kosher
salt to taste.

CERTIFIED ORGANIC

Herb Plants

Heirloom Tomatoes and Old-Fashioned Flowers

~y
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MORE ASPARAGUS RECIPES

TOASTED GARLIC AND ASPARAGUS SALAD
WITH CRISPY PROSCUITTO

Serves 5-6 as a side dish

V4 cup extra virgin olive oil

5 cloves of gatlic, sliced evenly thin

4 slices of Proscuitto, sliced into % inch strips

1 bunch asparagus, washed and trimmed whole
1 Tbsp sherry vinegar

Salt and cracked black pepper to taste

Blanch the asparagus, making sure they are com-
pletely try. Set aside.

Heat % cup of olive oil on a medium-low flame in a
small sauté pan. Add the sliced garlic and slowly cook
the garlic for 6-10 minutes stirring now and then for
even browning. You want the garlic to turn a toasty
brown, but not burn. Once the garlic is toasty brown
remove with a slotted spoon and set aside. Transfer
the olive oil to a small bowl and set aside.

Leaving enough oil in the pan to coat it, return the
pan to the stove. Heat the pan on medium high and
add the sliced proscuitto. If the proscuitto strips are
sticking together, don't worry, they will separate in
the pan as they toast. Brown the proscuitto in the
pan for 4-5 minutes stirring now and then to sepa-
rate the pieces and for even cooking. The proscuitto
will get crispy. Depending on the brand of
proscuitto, you may need to add a little more oil to
the pan to prevent sticking.

Add the toasted garlic, toasted proscuitto, and sherry
vinegar to the bowl of garlic oil and stir to combine.

In a larger bowl toss the asparagus with enough of
the garlic dressing to coat each piece evenly. You can
drizzle more of the oil around the edges or

save it for your favorite pasta. Season with salt

and pepper to taste.

SHAVED ASPARAGUS AND PARMESAN SALAD
Serves 6 salad portions

Note: Use the freshest asparagus for this raw salad
preparation

1 bunch of asparagus

1 shallot finely diced

3 Tbsp lemon juice

12 Tbsp sherry vinegar

Y2 tsp sugar

V5 tsp cracked black pepper
8—10 Tbsp extra virgin olive oil
Salt to taste

Parmesan Reggiano

Combine the shallot, lemon juice, sherry vinegar, sugar
and cracked black pepper in a small bowl. Gradually whisk
in the extra virgin olive oil and season with salt to taste.
Set the vinaigrette aside for 15 — 20 minutes to let the fla-
vors blend.

Use a vegetable peeler to shave ribbons of the Parmesan.
You should get about 2 ounces or 1 cup in the end. Set
aside.

In the meantime trim the woody stems off the asparagus
and cut the remainder of the stalk into 2 inch pieces. Using
a mandolin or Chinese mandolin, carefully slice the aspara-
gus pieces lengthwise as thin as possible. The asparagus
should be coming out in ribbon-like pieces about 1/8 inch
thick. Work with one piece at a time and use the guard as
needed. Set the shaved asparagus aside.

Toss the asparagus in a bowl with just enough dressing to
coat it liberally. Let this sit for 15 — 20 minutes so the as-
paragus macerates in the dressing. Just before serving sprin-
kle half of the shaved Parmesan over the asparagus and toss
gently. Serve on individual plates sprinkled with the re-
maining shaved Parmesan.

Joan Maclsaac—As a restaurant chef, catering business owner and cooking
class instructor, Joan brings more than 20 years professional culinary experi-
ence to Ruby Chard as cheflmanaging partner. After rising to executive chef
at the James Beard award-winning Dablia Lounge in Seattle, Joan returned
to her hometown, Boston, and founded Ruby Chard in 1996. Currently, Joan
is consulting for the Food Project, working within their catering services and
teaching youth a curriculum in culinary ars.
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