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Foreword by John Shields

I need no convincing in regard to the unique and wonderful flavors from the State of Maryland. It’s where I was born and raised. Sometimes referred to as “America in Miniature,” Maryland gently dips down from the beautiful mountains along the Appalachian Trail, through emerald mountain valleys and hollers, eventually spreading its watery fingers of tributaries, rivers, and streams into the Chesapeake Bay. When folks from elsewhere hear the state’s name mentioned, the Chesapeake Bay immediately comes to mind. Maryland is home to the major share of the Chesapeake waters and traditionally that means seafood — and lots of it.

My family home is in the Baltimore region where I grew up on the delicious products from local farms and local watermen. I began cooking by my grandmother Gertie’s side. I remember being a small boy and sharing Gertie’s excitement for each approaching season and the treasures it promised for the table. We would marvel at the first asparagus of the spring, breathe in the fragrance of ripe Eastern Shore melons, and laugh at the antics of blue crabs as they escaped from overflowing bushel baskets. When my grandmother prepared the food, be it vine-ripened tomatoes or fresh-from-the-Bay rockfish, I was always aware of the quiet reverence she felt for these prized gifts.

Fortunately for me, we had relatives living on the tranquil banks of Maryland’s Eastern Shore. Summer meant trips to the shore, and I grew up eating freshly harvested and skillfully shucked oysters and perfectly baked rockfish larded with smoky bacon. Captain John Smith who sailed into the Chesapeake in 1608 best sums up the preparation techniques of Maryland cuisine. He wrote in the ship’s log that “the fish were so thick that we attempted to catch them with frying pans.” In the years that followed, the Chesapeake was aptly referred to by H. L. Mencken as “a giant protein factory.”

The seafood industry in Maryland defined the tastes and dishes that the rest of the world came to savor and recognize as Maryland cuisine. During the infancy of the United States, Annapolis was for a time the capital of the young nation. Dignitaries from around the globe came to the center of government, and the dining experiences they had were, simply put, Maryland fare. It was the beginning of what the world was to regard as American cuisine. Reading cookbooks from that era in United States history is like reading a Maryland cookbook.

Maryland cuisine is one of the oldest and simplest of North America’s regional cuisines. It has certain traits that shape its preparation, flavor, and presentation. The Chesapeake Bay’s abundant shellfish are prepared in ways that preserve their delicate flavor. The classic crab cake calls for lumps of blue crab, lightly bound and spiced, to produce a scrumptious mound of crab that can be fried or lightly broiled. The legendary Chesapeake oysters are served au natural on the half shell or are bathed in hot milk enriched with butter in a sublimely elegant stew. Pots of manninose or soft shell clams are carefully cooked until their fragile shells open and release their briny juice, producing delicious dipping broth. In Maryland kitchens, ancestral crab pots hold steaming baskets of lively jumbo blue crabs for boisterous family crab feasts. All manner of fish, fowl, and game are featured in a tremendous number of one-pot meals.

As demonstrated in this wonderful collection of Maryland recipes — some traditional and others newly crafted — the region offers a spectacular array of food choices beyond the well-known seafood dishes. This diversity should come as no surprise to anyone acquainted with the geography of our region. In the cooler climate of western Maryland, maple trees are tapped for sap that’s then boiled down to amber maple syrup. It’s a notable local product that satisfies a sweet tooth and adds rich flavor to local recipes. The rolling hills and flatlands are home to vegetable farms and acre upon acre of fruit orchards, providing delicious filling for pies, chutneys, and jams. The Eastern Shore has traditionally been the “central valley” of the East Coast — and still lives up to its reputation as a seemingly endless source of vegetables. After a vacation in Ocean City, the trip back to our urban and suburban homes is not complete without a stop at one of the many roadside stands along the way. Sweet summer corn; ruby-red, vine-ripened tomatoes; and heavy, sweet melons are a must — culinary trophies from our holiday.

This book is written from the perspective of someone who knows, lives, and breathes this land. Lucie Snodgrass, besides being a phenomenal writer, is the wife of a Maryland farmer. The reader feels as if he or she is tagging along with Lucie as she takes us on a seasonal, culinary tour through the state. To be sure, there are a goodly number of crab and traditional seafood recipes. But as Lucie illustrates in her recipe selections, the foods and newly created recipes of today are the traditions of tomorrow. She has coaxed handed-down recipes, revered and preserved for years, out of farmers whose families have tilled the same land for generations. Lucie gives the reader a sense of hope and excitement by introducing us to a new generation of dedicated farmers and producers of local artisanal food products. Their newly imagined recipes are included here, too. Feelings of discouragement regarding the plight of small independent family farms is lifted away by the recipes and stories of these new farmers, determined to care for the precious farmlands and open space of Maryland. They will be the stewards of the land for the coming generations.

Farm to table is a new (old) concept that is growing in popularity around the country. As Lucie walks us through the new and ever-growing collection of regional farmers’ markets, she offers fresh recipes that pay homage to the wonderful flavors of the seasonal foods offered by local farmers. It is fitting that the recipes we encounter in this book are organized by season. Lucie lives her life on a beautiful family farm and witnesses firsthand the miracle of food each season brings. She sees the shoots of plants as they emerge in the spring. As the humid summer air bathes the vegetables and fruit trees, Lucie watches as these living plants come to maturity. The fall is harvesttime, ablaze with color and bounty, not only enjoyed fresh from the field and vine but also put up and preserved for the coming season. Winter is a time for rest and renewal. The land lies quiet, regenerating itself for a new season of life to come.

Dishing Up Maryland is a culinary love story told by Lucie Snodgrass and the many farmers and food crafters from around the state. She reinstills in us a sense of pride for the wonderful state of Maryland, where generation upon generation has sustained itself. Lucie calls us to be mindful of the way we live; how we shop and eat is crucial to the health of Maryland’s waters and fields. It is our health. It is a quality of health that nourishes the natural world, our bodies, and our communities. I invite you to listen to the culinary tales told through the recipes that Lucie presents and to take a bit of time in your own kitchen — dishing up a taste of Maryland.


Introduction

When I moved to Maryland nearly thirty years ago, I first settled near Upper Marlboro, then a predominantly rural town at the northern end of a southern county. I worked in Washington but lived out in the country, surrounded by old family farms with weathered barns full of hand-bundled sheaves of aromatic, drying tobacco. Produce stands with homemade cashboxes abounded, piled high with ripe vegetables, and pick-your-own farms flourished, starting the season with strawberries in May and ending with pumpkins and kale in late October. In summer, roadside vendors with refrigerated trucks sold cheap crabs and fresh rockfish, and church suppers were so plentiful and affordable that you had your choice of fried chicken or barbequed pork almost every night of the week. When the weather cooled, there was even heartier fare: bull and oyster roasts, collards and sweet potato pie, St. Mary’s stuffed ham and — for the adventurous — muskrat stew out on the Shore. Food-wise, it was a little like having a Southern mother and a New England father, and I loved it.

Maryland has changed a lot in that time, not always for the better. The vaunted Chesapeake Bay is in trouble, her waters overfished and polluted, and farmland here, as almost everywhere in America, is disappearing at a frightening rate. But there is some hopeful news, too. The number of farms in Maryland is actually climbing, according to the most recent census taken: a sign that there is a renewed interest in agriculture — and from some promising new quarters. Some of the farmers that I interviewed for this book are relatively new to the field and have gone into it because of their commitment to growing local, healthful food in a sustainable way. Even among conventional farmers, there seems to be less of a reliance on heavy pesticides for growing foods — although still far too much to be good for us — and Maryland has seen an upswing in organic farming, with more than 140 certified organic farms currently in the state.

In the Chesapeake Bay watershed, new steps are being taken to stop pollution from going into the bay in the first place, and farmers are playing a positive, often unnoticed role in that effort. Additionally, Maryland has imposed sensible limits on female blue crab harvests, so that the state’s signature crustacean finally has a chance to rebound in a meaningful way. And oyster-restoration efforts, including aquaculture, hold promise for Maryland’s ailing oyster population, which a combination of disease, pollution, and overharvesting very nearly wiped out. All of these steps and more need to be taken to protect our natural resources — and the jobs that depend on them — for future generations.
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The positive changes we’re seeing are a result of the late-dawning realization that ensuring a safe, local, and sustainable food supply should be among our top priorities. In Maryland, as elsewhere, that recognition has come in part thanks to the sometimes provocative leadership of people in and outside of agriculture—individuals like Alice Waters, Joel Salatin, Michael Pollan, and Barbara Kingsolver, to name a few, and here in Maryland, local farmers like Drew and Joan Norman and Jack and Becky Gurley, who were years ahead of others in their thinking and actions.

And, while it’s highly unlikely that we’ll ever fully return to the model of the diversified, self-sustaining family farm, it’s encouraging to see that many are doing just that. Traveling across Maryland for this book, I was struck by the extraordinary diversity of edible offerings in our state, from traditional favorites like wild-caught seafood and game to farmed oysters, shrimp, and tilapia, to bison, heirloom poultry, and farmstead cheeses to grapes, figs, and an incredible variety of salads and greens. There are also more farmers’ markets than ever before — nearly 100 across the state, including a number of year-round markets — with unusual and heirloom offerings that were unimaginable even five years ago. And growing numbers of consumers are buying shares in Community Supported Agriculture (CSA), an upfront investment that helps farmers pay their bills at a time of year when cash flow is slowest. Schools and large institutions, too, are embracing buying fresh, local, unprocessed foods, finally grasping that the cheapest solution is often not the best solution — especially when it comes to addressing the epidemic of childhood and adult obesity afflicting our nation. And even Maryland’s governor’s mansion has a vegetable garden out front—a clear signal that the politics of food and farming have taken on a new, heightened significance.
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My hopes in writing this book are threefold: first, to spotlight the farmers and watermen who work so hard to produce and harvest the food that we eat. Without them, Maryland would be lost. Second, I want to draw attention to the fact that there is so much local food available — much more than I think most of us realize. (Kudos to the Maryland Department of Agriculture for the good job they do promoting Maryland agriculture through its Maryland’s Best program and website.) And third, I hope to give people a guide — in this case a cookbook — and some inspiration to help them shop, cook, and eat more locally and seasonally. The stakes are so high and our collective health depends on it, but most of us are not making public policy on a grand scale and so assume we can’t do anything at all. Nonsense. What we buy, what we cook, and what we eat all have an impact — positive and negative — on what and how things are grown and offered in the marketplace. It doesn’t mean that we shouldn’t ever eat bananas or grapefruits, just to cite two things that aren’t grown or produced in this region. It does mean that if we regularly make more thoughtful and sustainable food choices, they will not only support local farmers and watermen, but they’ll begin to impact bigger issues, like the amount of nonrenewable resources dedicated to producing and transporting food, say, or the amount of subsidized, cheap, processed food that floods our markets and makes our children fat, or fair wages. The less we rely on out-of-season food grown thousands of miles away under conditions that we don’t control or necessarily support, the better off I believe we’ll all be.

I hope that Dishing Up Maryland inspires you not just to eat and cook more locally and seasonally, but to go out and plant your own garden if you can. Or, if not that, then to try to freeze or can as many seasonal foods as possible to enjoy for the rest of the year. It’s much easier to do than you may think.

Dishing It Up

This book is organized by season, beginning with spring. Each chapter — through pictures, as well as words — showcases some of the wonderful offerings available in Maryland at that time of year, and every recipe incorporates at least one main local ingredient around which it’s built. Obviously, the book is able to focus on only a few of the thousands of farmers, watermen, and chefs who are a part of the local foods movement in Maryland. Still, although the recipes only rarely specify using a named product or “farm-fresh eggs” or a specific local butter, the assumption is that whenever possible, you will try to use ingredients that are local to your area. (For help with finding local ingredients in Maryland, go to the resource list on page 276.) And by all means, use the recipes as jumping-off points if you like, rather than as strict formulas. Many of the recipes work equally well if you substitute a different vegetable, fruit, cheese, or even meat, and I encourage you to play with them and do just that. Half of the fun of cooking is coming up with new recipes and variations on old favorites.

I do hope that you’ll also get out and explore Maryland, even if you live here and think you know the state well. Go to Smith Island and meet the incredible people there. Explore St. Mary’s City. Go shopping at a farmers’ market in Baltimore. Or visit the fall festival in Oakland. You get the idea. Maryland is a beautiful and diverse state, with incredible natural resources, terrific food, and wonderful people.

Happy cooking, happy travels, and bon appétit!

A portion of the proceeds from this book will be donated to the Maryland’s Best marketing program.

[image: image]

[image: image]

1 Spring

In the spring, Maryland changes out of her black and gray attire and dresses in bright colors, from the clouds of pink peach blossoms to the blankets of green pastures. It’s asparagus on the Shore, wild morels in western Maryland, bluebells on the banks of the Susquehanna, and white lambs, yellow chicks, pink piglets, and brown and black calves everywhere. It’s the start of baseball season at Camden Yards, the return of the blue crabs, and the reopening of farmers’ markets. It’s white-water rafting on the Youghiogheny River, fishing on the Potomac, and the running of the Preakness. It’s the Flower Mart, maritime festivals, soft-shell crabs, strawberry-rhubarb pie, and pasta primavera with baby peas.

Asparagus Salad with Spring Onions
and Orange-Lemon Dressing

Asparagus appears in Maryland farmers’ markets around the middle of April, about the same time that spring onions are ready to be pulled. This quintessentially spring salad combines two of the season’s best early tastes.

2 pounds asparagus, trimmed

2 oranges

2 tablespoons lemon juice

2 spring onions, finely chopped

2 shallots, peeled and minced

¼ cup olive oil

2 tablespoons white wine vinegar

½ teaspoon salt

¼ teaspoon freshly ground black pepper

6–8 SEVRINGS

1. Bring a large saucepan of water to a boil. Steam the asparagus in a steamer over the boiling water for 5 minutes, and then remove immediately and plunge the asparagus into a bowl of ice water. Drain the asparagus, pat dry, transfer to a serving dish, and refrigerate.

2. Bring a small saucepan of water to a boil. Use a zester to remove the zest from the oranges in long, thin strips. Boil the zest for 2 minutes, and then drain it and plunge it into cold water. Drain the zest, and then plunge into cold water again. Finally, drain the zest and pat dry. This process will remove much of the bitterness.

3. Juice the zested oranges. Combine ½ cup orange juice with the lemon juice, onions, shallots, and orange zest. Whisk in the olive oil and vinegar; season with the salt and pepper. Let the dressing stand for 15 minutes to allow the flavors mingle.

4. Remove the asparagus from the refrigerator and pour the dressing over the dish. Serve immediately.
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GODFREY’S FARM

Queen Anne’s County

Tom Godfrey grew up with asparagus in his blood. His grandparents Robert and Hazel Godfrey farmed asparagus and other vegetables in Mt. Laurel, New Jersey, in the 1930s, and Tom’s parents, George and Mary Godfrey, moved to Maryland’s Eastern Shore in 1952 to start their own asparagus farm. By the late 1960s, they were harvesting 150 acres of asparagus each year, selling much of it to Green Giant’s packing plant in Woodside, Delaware. When that plant closed in the 1970s, the Godfreys began selling the green spears locally, a tradition that Tom and his wife, Lisa, have continued. The young couple diversified the crops with blueberries, cherries, peaches, and melons, but it’s still their sweet, delicious asparagus that distinguishes them from other farmers on the Eastern Shore. Come April, the spears start pushing their way up from the sandy soil of Queen Anne’s County, and customers flock to the farm for Jersey Knight, Jersey Supreme, and Jersey Giant asparagus. “Older people want fat stalks and younger people want the thin ones, but they all taste delicious,” Lisa Godfrey says with a smile. “The important factors are freshness and how you store and cook the asparagus.”

Three-Beet Salad with Dill and Feta

Among the dozens of certified organic vegetables that Jack and Becky Gurley grow on their five-acre Calvert’s Gift Farm (page 106) are Chioggia and golden beets, in addition to some red and some white varieties. You can also make this salad with just golden and white beets, leaving people to guess what’s in it.

3 small to medium Chioggia beets

3 small to medium golden beets

3 small to medium red beets

2 teaspoons red wine vinegar

¼ teaspoon Dijon mustard

¼ teaspoon salt

4 teaspoons extra-virgin olive oil

2 ounces feta cheese, crumbled

2 teaspoons chopped fresh dill

2 teaspoons chopped fresh parsley

6 SERVINGS

1. Scrub the beets under running water to remove any dirt, and cut off the tops. Put the beets in a large saucepan, cover with water, and boil them until tender, about 25 minutes. Drain the beets and run under cold water. Set the beets aside until they are cool enough to handle, and then use your fingers or a paring knife to remove and discard the skins. Quarter and then slice the beets, dropping the pieces into a serving bowl.

2. Combine the vinegar, mustard, and salt in a small dish; whisk until the salt dissolves. Whisk in the olive oil until blended, and then pour the dressing over the beets. Sprinkle the feta, dill, and parsley over the salad. Toss the beet salad and cover. Let stand for 2 hours, tossing occasionally, before serving.

FIREFLY FARMS

Garrett County

American cheesemaking has come far in the past two decades. Not so long ago, most high-quality handmade cheeses came from Europe. But Americans now are spoiled for choices produced Stateside, including in unlikely places like western Maryland. Mike Koch and Pablo Solanet started FireFly Farms in the Allegheny Plateau region in 2002, and the cheesemaking operation has grown from a basement shelf in their home to a thriving stand-alone facility with modern pasteurization equipment and a state-of-the-art aging cave.
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What hasn’t changed, however, is the care lavished upon the thousand or so gallons of goat’s milk that comes through FireFly’s doors each week. Cheesemakers Matt Cedro and Dan Porter get their milk supply from local Nubian and Saanen herds. They pasteurize the milk, and cool and culture it. The cultured milk sets into a Jell-O–like consistency, and then they cut it and stir it to separate the solid curds from the liquid whey. They press the curds by hand into specially shaped molds, and then ripen the cheeses: turning, washing, and aging them according to different specifications (one variety receives a beer wash, Cedro says with obvious pleasure).

The resulting eight varieties of cheese range from the soft, delectably mild Allegheny Chèvre, to the richly veined, sharp Mountain Top Bleu, to their most aged and sophisticated cheeses: the Bella Vita, Black and Blue, and Cabra La Mancha. Professional chefs and home cooks alike delight in the superb creaminess and flavor of the award-winning FireFly chèvres.

Chèvre Croquettes on Spring Field Greens

This salad is perfect as an appetizer or as a stand-alone lunch with freshly baked bread.

6 ounces (1 log) FireFly Farms’ Allegheny Chèvre, or other mild goat cheese

2 tablespoons chopped fresh thyme

Salt and freshly ground black pepper

2 eggs, lightly beaten

1½ cups breadcrumbs or cornmeal

2 medium beets

½ red bell pepper, finely diced

½ yellow bell pepper, finely diced

½ orange bell pepper, finely diced

3 medium shallots, peeled and finely diced

2 tablespoons finely chopped fresh basil

¼ cup olive oil

¼ cup red wine vinegar

1 tablespoon Dijon mustard

8 cups mixed spring salad greens or baby arugula

2 cups vegetable or canola oil

6 SERVINGS

1. Combine the chèvre and thyme in a small bowl and season with salt and pepper to taste. Form six small medallions with the chèvre mixture, using your hands. Dip each of the medallions in the beaten egg, and then coat each one with breadcrumbs and set aside in the refrigerator.

2. Scrub the beets under running water to remove any dirt, and cut off the tops. Put the beets in a large saucepan, cover with water, and boil them until tender, about 25 minutes. Drain the beets and run under cold water. Set the beets aside until they are cool enough to handle, and then use your fingers or a paring knife to remove and discard the skins. Cut the beets into even dice.

3. Combine the bell peppers, shallots, and basil, season with salt and pepper to taste, and toss the mixture together well.

4. Whisk together the olive oil, vinegar, and mustard in a small bowl. Dress the salad greens to taste, and then use some of the remaining vinaigrette to dress the diced pepper mixture. You will have leftover dressing.

5. Prepare the plates by putting a base of the dressed greens on each, and then topping with a spoonful of the diced beets.

6. Remove the breaded cheese croquettes from the refrigerator. Heat the vegetable oil in a large saucepan or skillet. Make sure that the oil is hot before carefully adding the croquettes. The oil should cover the croquettes. Fry the croquettes for 2 to 3 minutes, until golden brown, and then remove from the oil with a slotted spoon or spatula and place on top of the diced beets. Top each croquette with a spoonful of the pepper mixture and serve immediately.

Cream of Asparagus Soup with Rice

The rice in this recipe thickens the soup beautifully and eliminates the need for cream.

2 pounds asparagus

2 tablespoons butter

1 small onion, peeled and chopped

2 garlic cloves, peeled and minced

4 cups Chicken Stock (page 26) or Vegetable Stock (page 27)

½ teaspoon salt

½ teaspoon freshly ground black pepper

⅓ cup white rice

2 cups milk

2 tablespoons chopped fresh parsley

Crème fraîche (optional)

6 SERVINGS

1. Rinse the asparagus well and pat dry. Snap off and discard the tough ends. Cut each of the asparagus spears into three pieces. Place a dozen tips in a small dish and set aside.

2. Melt the butter in a large saucepan over medium heat. Add the onion and garlic, and sauté, stirring constantly, until soft, about 5 minutes. Add the asparagus pieces and cook and stir for 2 minutes. Add the stock, salt, pepper, and rice; cover, reduce the heat, and simmer for 30 minutes. Remove from the heat.

3. Steam the reserved asparagus tips in a steamer for 3 minutes. Plunge them in ice water, drain, pat dry, and then slice each tip in half lengthwise.

4. Purée the soup using a handheld immersion blender, gradually adding the milk until all of it is blended into the soup. Return the soup to the stove and heat it through. Garnish each serving with the asparagus tips, chopped parsley, and a dollop of crème fraîche, if desired.

ASPARAGUS

Asparagus can grow up to 10 inches a day in warm weather, and spears should be harvested every day — they become tough if left to grow too long. Unfortunately, store-bought asparagus is often woody, but if you get fresh-cut asparagus from a farm or market, you can take measures to preserve its tenderness. After the spears are cut, they should be eaten as soon as possible — ideally, within a day, because the accelerated fiber development that takes place during the first 24 hours after harvest will cause woodiness. The higher the temperature, the faster the fiber formation occurs and the tougher the stalk, so you can substantially slow this toughening by putting the asparagus into the refrigerator as quickly as possible after harvest. Also, store asparagus in a moist environment because water loss also increases fiber growth. Place the stalks in a jar of water, wrap them in plastic, or place the stalk ends on a moisture-containing pad — any of those steps will retard fiber development and result in a more tender stalk.
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Chicken Stock

Chicken stock is used in countless dishes, from soups to risottos to sauces. You can quadruple this recipe if you regularly use a lot of stock or want to freeze some. Adjust the salt and pepper to your own taste. This recipe calls for chicken bones only. You can boil a whole chicken if you prefer, removing the meat later for a separate use. If you desire a darker, richer-tasting stock, roast the chicken bones first for 30 minutes in a 450°F oven.

4 pounds chicken bones

2 carrots, peeled and thinly sliced

2 large onions, peeled and chopped

2 leeks, white parts only, chopped

2 celery stalks, chopped

1 bay leaf

2 garlic cloves, peeled

2 whole cloves

4 sprigs fresh parsley

2 sprigs fresh thyme

2 sprigs fresh tarragon

2 teaspoons salt

1 teaspoon freshly ground black pepper

MAKES 3 QUARTS

1. Put 4 quarts of water in a large stockpot. Add the chicken bones and bring to a boil over high heat, removing any scum that forms. Add the carrots, onions, leeks, celery, bay leaf, garlic, cloves, parsley, thyme, tarragon, salt, and pepper. Reduce the heat, cover, and simmer the stock for 2 hours.

2. Strain the stock and chill it in the refrigerator for 4 hours. Discard any solidified fat.

Vegetable Stock

Vegetable stock is even more versatile than chicken or fish or beef stock, and the added advantage is that vegetarians will enjoy it, too. This recipe can be tripled, and it freezes beautifully.

½ cup olive oil

4 onions, peeled and chopped

4 parsnips, peeled and chopped

4 carrots, peeled and chopped

4 white turnips, peeled and quartered

3 celery stalks, chopped

4 sprigs fresh parsley

2 sprigs fresh thyme

1 bay leaf

2 teaspoons salt

1 teaspoon freshly ground black pepper

½ teaspoon cayenne pepper

MAKES 4 QUARTS

1. Heat the olive oil in a large stockpot. Add the onions and sauté over medium heat until they are soft but not brown. Add 4 quarts of water, along with the parsnips, carrots, turnips, celery, parsley, thyme, bay leaf, salt, pepper, and cayenne, and bring to a boil. Reduce the heat, cover, and simmer the stock for 1 to 2 hours.

2. Strain the stock. Add additional salt and pepper to taste.
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Sweet and Savory Beet Soup with Orange Juice and Yogurt

This soup is unusual and delicious, especially served with Two-Cheese Popovers (page 179).

3 large beets, scrubbed

2 cups orange juice

5 cups Chicken Stock (page 26) or Vegetable Stock (page 27)

1 large onion, peeled and chopped

½ teaspoon salt

¼ teaspoon freshly ground black pepper

⅔ cup plain yogurt

6 SERVINGS

1. Combine the beets, orange juice, stock, onion, salt, and pepper in a large saucepan, and bring to a boil over high heat. Reduce the heat, cover, and simmer until the beets are soft, about 1 hour. Remove from the heat.

2. Remove the beets and peel them under cold water. Quarter the beets, transfer them to a blender with the liquid from the saucepan, and purée thoroughly. Stir in the yogurt. Serve hot or cold.

Cream of Spinach Soup with Toasted Sesame Seeds

Toasted sesame seeds lend a delicate nuttiness to this creamy soup.

2 pounds fresh spinach

½ cup (1 stick) butter

½ cup all-purpose flour

3 cups Chicken Stock (page 26) or Vegetable Stock (page 27)

2 cups half-and-half

1 teaspoon salt

¼ teaspoon nutmeg

¼ teaspoon dried thyme

¼ cup sesame seeds, toasted

4–6 SERVINGS

1. Put 2 cups of water in a saucepan and bring to a boil. In batches, place the spinach in a steamer over the water, steam for 2 minutes, and then transfer the spinach to a bowl. Purée all the spinach and the steaming water in a blender or food processor.

2. Melt the butter in a large stockpot over low heat, and then whisk in the flour, cooking and stirring until the mixture is smooth and bubbling. Whisk in the stock and the half-and-half, and cook over very low heat until the liquid is thickened. Add the puréed spinach, salt, nutmeg, and thyme, and stir until thoroughly combined. Remove the soup from the heat and serve immediately, garnishing with the sesame seeds.
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Solomons Island Clam Chowder

While visiting Calvert County, be sure to eat some standout locally made chowder at favorite spots, including The Captain’s Table, Bilvil’s, Trader’s, and all three Stoney’s locations.

12 chowder-size hard clams purchased in the shell and shucked, or 1 (12-ounce) can chowder-size hard clams

3 large potatoes, scrubbed and diced

2 medium onions, peeled and finely chopped

3 carrots, peeled and finely chopped

2 green bell peppers, finely chopped

3 strips bacon, cooked crisp and chopped

4 tablespoons butter

Salt and freshly ground black pepper

6 SERVINGS

1. Drain the clams, reserving the liquid (strain if necessary). Finely chop the clams and set aside in the refrigerator.

2. Combine the potatoes, onions, carrots, green peppers, and bacon in a large saucepan. Add 3 cups of water and bring to a boil over high heat. Reduce the heat, cover, and simmer for 40 minutes.

3. Add enough water to the reserved clam liquid to bring the volume to 2 cups. Add the clam liquid to the soup, and simmer 15 minutes longer. Stir in the butter and salt and pepper to taste. Serve immediately.

SOLOMONS ISLAND

Solomons Island in southern Calvert County sits in a breathtaking spot where the Patuxent River meets the Chesapeake Bay. Settled in colonial times, when it was first known as Bourne’s Island, it was subsequently named for Isaac Solomon, a nineteenth-century businessman from Baltimore who built the island’s first oyster cannery. Long an important seafood capital, it was also a highly regarded boat-building center renowned for its schooners, sloops, bugeyes, and later skipjacks.

It’s home to the fine Calvert Marine Museum and nearby Patuxent Naval Air Station, universally called Pax River. Solomons Island today supports a thriving recreational boating center and remains a working fishing harbor as well. Commercial watermen still haul in the clams, which make delicious chowder, as well as oysters, crabs, and other seafood. Somewhat overlooked in favor of Eastern Shore vacation areas, Solomons is a delightful weekend getaway destination on the Bay.
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Arugula Pesto

This pesto is nice in the early spring, before basil is available locally. The arugula version is also spicier and nuttier than traditional pesto. Serve as an appetizer with crackers, or add to pasta.

1⅓ cups arugula

⅓ cup fresh parsley

⅓ cup fresh spinach

2 tablespoons walnuts or pine nuts, toasted

2 large garlic cloves, peeled

1 teaspoon salt

3 tablespoons olive oil

2 tablespoons freshly grated Parmesan cheese

MAKES 2 CUPS

Blend together the arugula, parsley, spinach, nuts, garlic, and salt in a food processor. Add the olive oil and Parmesan and blend again. Use immediately or transfer to a storage container and refrigerate with a layer of olive oil covering the pesto to help preserve its freshness and color. It will keep this way for several months. Warm the pesto for about 20 seconds in the microwave before using to bring out the flavor.

Oven-roasted Asparagus with Toasted Almonds

The asparagus is roasted in this perfect brunch dish to sweeten and mellow its delicate taste.

3 pounds asparagus

2 tablespoons olive oil

3 garlic cloves, peeled and minced

¾ teaspoon salt

½ teaspoon freshly ground black pepper

½ cup slivered almonds, toasted

8 SERVINGS

1. Preheat the oven to 425°F and lightly grease a baking sheet. Snap off and discard the tough ends of the asparagus. Rinse the asparagus and pat dry.

2. Place the asparagus on the baking sheet. Drizzle evenly with the olive oil, and then sprinkle the garlic, salt, and pepper over the asparagus.

3. Roast for 10 minutes or to desired tenderness. Transfer the asparagus to a serving dish and sprinkle with the almonds. Serve hot or at room temperature.

Spring Greens Nests with Fontina Cheese

The slight bitterness of the season’s first greens plays off the cheese’s creaminess. Forage for your own greens to make the dish truly unique.

2 pounds arugula, borage, chicory, dandelions, or mustard greens (or any combination of these), tough stems removed

2 tablespoons olive oil

2 garlic cloves, peeled and minced

Cayenne pepper

Salt and freshly ground black pepper

2 ounces Fontina cheese, shredded (½ cup)

6 SERVINGS

1. Preheat the oven to 350°F. Steam the greens in batches over simmering water for 2 minutes, or until wilted. Rinse them briefly in cold water and squeeze out the excess water.

2. Heat the olive oil in a large skillet. Add the garlic and sauté over low heat for about 2 minutes, until golden. Add the greens, a pinch of cayenne (or more if you like), and salt and pepper to taste, and cook and stir for 2 minutes longer. Remove from the heat, and let the greens cool to room temperature.

3. Divide the greens into six equal portions and shape each into a ball. Place the balls in a baking dish and use your thumb to make an indentation in the center of each ball, forming a little nest. Fill the indentations with the grated cheese. Transfer the baking sheet to the oven and bake the nests for 5 minutes, until the cheese is melted.

Wild Mushroom Tartlettes with Goat Cheese and Bacon

This warm and rustic appetizer can be made with any mixture of flavorful mushrooms, but if wild morels are available, use them.

3 slices country bacon or pancetta, diced

½ cup diced shallots

2 tablespoons olive oil

1½ cups diced wild mushrooms

½ cup red wine

½ cup dried cherries or currants

2 tablespoons balsamic vinegar

2 tablespoons orange or currant marmalade

2 teaspoons minced fresh thyme

Salt and freshly ground black pepper

1 package frozen phyllo dough, thawed

2 tablespoons butter, melted

8 ounces (1 round) Merry Goat Round cheese or other mild, soft, surface-ripened cheese (such as Brie or Camembert)

6 SERVINGS

1. Preheat the oven to 400°F. Cook the bacon in a medium skillet over medium-high heat until crispy. Add the shallots and olive oil and sauté until the shallots are translucent and golden. Add the mushrooms and sauté until they are just beginning to soften, about 2 minutes.

2. Add the wine and stir well. Add the dried cherries, vinegar, marmalade, thyme, and salt and pepper to taste. Stir to combine and reduce the heat to medium. Continue cooking until the wine has fully evaporated. Remove from the heat and allow the mixture to cool.

3. Grease a 12-cup muffin pan. Cut the phyllo dough into 8-inch squares. On a clean work surface, lay one sheet of phyllo and brush it with melted butter. Layer another sheet on top and brush it with butter. Continue stacking until you have assembled six layers of phyllo sheets. Press the stack of layered phyllo sheets into a cup of the muffin pan so that the phyllo lines the cup and creates a small basket. Repeat until you have created 12 individual phyllo baskets.

4. Slice the cheese into thin wedges. Place two wedges in the bottom of each phyllo basket. Top each with a spoonful of the mushroom mixture. Bake the tartlettes for 30 minutes, until the phyllo is golden brown. Remove and serve immediately.
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MICHELE & JIMMY HAYDEN

Dorchester County

The January sun is barely rising over Dorchester County when Michele and Jimmy Hayden arrive at the Wingate (pronounced “Wing it”) marina, where they keep their fishing boat, the Michele Dawn. A small convoy of men in pickup trucks is there already, huddled at the docks, windows down, engines and mouths running. Watermen all, they stare curiously at a visitor, wave laconically at the Haydens, and then finish their coffee before they park their trucks. Each heads to his own boat, alone. The Haydens walk side by side to theirs. Onboard, Jimmy unties the boat and pulls it away from the dock, while Michele lights the small Coleman stove that is their sole source of heat onboard and warms her hands.

The Haydens are an oddity. While watermen’s wives have traditionally helped their husbands repair crab pots or keep the books, it’s still rare to see a woman — and a young one at that, eyes made up and dressed in a hoodie over several layers of clothing — dredging for oysters or hauling in trotlines, as the 31-year-old Michele does. Other watermen’s wives may work full time at jobs that provide health benefits and a steady paycheck, but Michele wanted to work with Jimmy on the boat. They are together all day, every day their boat is in the water. While it might not suit every couple, it suits the Haydens just fine.

On this day so cold that a handkerchief layer of ice covers the Honga River, the Haydens will haul home only four bushels of oysters, partly due to engine trouble that forces them in early and will take Jimmy a week to repair, but mostly because the oysters just aren’t there. Despite working nonstop — dumping the mechanical dredge’s contents every five minutes or so, quickly but carefully culling the oysters with their gloved hands — two bushels an hour is all they’re averaging. At $22 a bushel, this yield will not pay enough even to cover the cost of the diesel fuel they’re using.

But despite hard days like this, the young couple — she smart as a whip and outgoing, he much quieter and reserved — say they weren’t raised to be quitters: “Nothing good comes easy — so we work hard.” Back in October when the season opened, Jimmy said they were pulling in eight bushels an hour, easily making the twelve bushels apiece that their licenses allowed. The oysters, Michele and Jimmy agreed, were the best they’d seen in years, fat and healthy, with no signs of disease. Despite the scant load today, they insist that Chesapeake Bay restoration efforts are working.

In a good year the Haydens bring in about $65,000, enough after all the bait, fuel, and other bills are paid to live modestly in their small, tidy house just a block from the water. Occasionally they get a financial boost when the state selects them to help with oyster-bar cleaning, and Michele supplements their income by designing and selling her own jewelry. It’s a challenging life in many respects, made harder by their lack of pension plans, health insurance, and the fragile health of the Chesapeake Bay. But they’re passionate in defense of what they do and why. “There is so much history behind the tradition — we want to keep that alive,” Michele says. And Jimmy, who started out working for a waterman neighbor at the age of eight, says he cherishes the lifestyle and the freedom to be his own boss and go where he thinks the crabs are swimming, the fish are schooling, and the oysters are bedding. They bring home the bounty of the waters and share it with others. To them, nothing is better than that.
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Fried Oysters

March is the last of the “R” months, when oyster season is still open. Michele Hayden fixes these whenever she’s not too tired and there are enough oysters left over from a day of fishing.

1 cup vegetable oil

1 cup all-purpose flour

⅓ cup Old Bay or other seafood seasoning

¼ cup onion powder

1 dozen oysters, shucked

Cocktail sauce or prepared horseradish (optional)

2–3 SERVINGS

1. Heat the oil to 325°F in a large skillet. Mix together the flour, Old Bay, and onion powder in a medium bowl. Drain the oysters in a colander and pat them with a paper towel until they are still slightly damp, but not wet.

2. One by one, dredge the oysters in the flour mixture until they are thoroughly coated. Drop the dredged oysters into the skillet and fry them for 1 to 2 minutes, until they are golden brown. Repeat until all of the oysters are fried. Remove them from the pan and drain on a paper towel. Serve with cocktail sauce or horseradish, if desired.
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MARVESTA SHRIMP FARMS

Dorchester County

The story of Marvesta Shrimp Farms (from the Latin “Mar,” meaning sea, and “Vesta,” the Roman god of home and hearth) and its three young owners, Scott Fritze, Guy Furman, and Andy Hanzlik, reads like the premise for a TV sitcom. A young engineer doing his master’s thesis in biological engineering at Cornell builds a model for a hypothetical shrimp farm. He pitches the idea to two other bright 22-year-olds, who decide to join him and turn down offers for well-paying jobs in investment banking and venture capital, much to the dismay of their parents. Essentially penniless, the three plunge in with optimism, conviction, and a complete lack of experience in aquaculture or business. They soldier on through epic early disasters, including the untimely death of hundreds of thousands of shrimp. Eventually, they learn every facet of the business through trial and error (and a lot of support from their parents and the economic development team in their county). They finally have a few shrimp to sell, and once they do, the decapods practically sell themselves. Top chefs across Maryland and Washington DC begin featuring the sweet-tasting, organic shrimp on their menus. The three young entrepreneurs are still doing all of the work themselves, including feeding, netting, boxing, and delivering the shrimp — and the growing demand becomes hard to meet. Eventually, they build more tanks, expand their production capacity to 200,000 pounds of shrimp annually, and even hire an employee.

Most shrimp farms in other parts of the world raise the shrimp outdoors, destroying the environment and relying heavily on chemicals, antibiotics, and hormones. Marvesta doesn’t do any of those things. Instead they grow the shrimp indoors in tanks of recirculating salt water with a specific salinity mix and temperature. And they aren’t resting on their shrimp shells. They currently buy baby shrimp from a Florida hatchery but want to start hatching their own shrimp. They’d also like to create more local jobs so that watermen and others who have fallen on tough economic times can participate in a new type of seafood industry in Maryland. And they’d like to replicate their model in other places, so they can supply shrimp all over the country without having to ship it so far. “Aquaculture is the last frontier,” Fritze says. “Producing our food in a responsible way is something for Maryland to be proud of.”

Shrimp Pâté with Crostini

Quick and easy, this appetizer has a delicious bite to it. It’s equally delicious served as a dip for fresh vegetables.

1 pound Marvesta or other fresh jumbo shrimp, heads on, in the shell

4 tablespoons butter, softened

2 ounces cream cheese, softened

¼ cup mayonnaise

Cayenne pepper

Juice of 1 lime

2 garlic cloves, peeled and minced

2 tablespoons chopped fresh dill

½ teaspoon salt

½ teaspoon Old Bay or other seafood seasoning

¼ teaspoon Tabasco sauce

1 baguette

2 tablespoons olive oil

6 SERVINGS

1. Bring to a boil in a large saucepan enough water to boil or steam the shrimp; cook them for 2 to 3 minutes. Remove shrimp from the water with a slotted spoon and immediately plunge them into ice water to stop the cooking. Pat the shrimp dry, remove the shells and heads, and devein them. Transfer the shrimp to the bowl of a food processor or blender.

2. Add the butter, cream cheese, mayonnaise, a pinch of cayenne, lime juice, garlic, dill, salt, Old Bay, and Tabasco to the shrimp and pulse the food processor several times, until the shrimp has been chopped into fine pieces. Do not overprocess. Transfer the mixture to a serving dish and chill for at least 1 hour.

3. Preheat the oven to 350°F. Slice the baguette into 1-inch-thick slices. Lay the slices on a baking sheet and brush them with half of the olive oil. Bake in the oven for 5 minutes. Turn the slices over and brush them with the remaining olive oil. Bake for 5 minutes longer. Remove the bread from the oven and let cool slightly. Serve the bread alongside the pâté.
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Eggs Florentine

Fresh, local spinach and farm eggs from free-range chickens make this brunch staple something truly special.

½ cup white vinegar

8 eggs

3 egg yolks

1 cup (2 sticks) butter, melted

2 teaspoons lemon juice Cayenne pepper Salt

1 tablespoon vegetable oil

¼ cup diced onion

1 garlic clove, peeled and minced

4 cups fresh spinach leaves, washed and coarsely chopped

4 English muffins

4 SERVINGS

1. Poach the eggs: Fill a large, shallow saucepan with water to 1 inch below the rim. Add the vinegar and bring to a boil, and then reduce the heat to maintain a low boil. Crack an egg into the water. Cook the egg for 3 to 5 minutes; remove it with a slotted spoon and set aside on a plate. Continue cooking the rest of the eggs in batches, keeping the cooking liquid at a simmer and adding the cooked eggs to the plate.

2. Make the hollandaise sauce: Fill a saucepan with a couple of inches of water. Bring the water to a low boil. Combine the egg yolks and 1 teaspoon of water in a small metal mixing bowl that will fit snugly on top of the saucepan without touching the water. Whip the egg yolk mixture until creamy, and then place the mixing bowl over the boiling water in the saucepan. Continue to whip for 2 to 4 minutes, until the yolks are light and very fluffy or begin to ribbon. (Be very careful not to overcook, or you will have scrambled eggs.) Remove the yolks from the heat and cradle the mixing bowl on a damp kitchen towel, which will help reduce spinning. Continue to whip the eggs and slowly ladle in the melted butter. The mixture should thicken as you add the butter. If it gets too thick (close to a mayonnaise consistency), add 1 teaspoon lemon juice very slowly until the sauce thins, and then continue again with the butter. If it thickens too much a second time, add a sprinkle of warm water. When all the butter is incorporated, add a pinch of cayenne and a pinch of salt. If you haven’t added the lemon juice yet, add it now, and stir to combine. Set aside.
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3. Heat the oil in a large skillet. Add the onion and sauté over medium heat until soft. Remove the onions from the skillet and set aside. Heat the skillet again and add the garlic and spinach. With tongs or a wooden spoon, turn the spinach quickly around the skillet until it is just wilted and very slightly cooked. Mix in the onions, and then remove the mixture from the heat and set aside, spreading the spinach mixture out in the pan to cool slightly.

4. Split the English muffins and toast the muffin halves in an oven or toaster oven. Reheat the eggs in simmering water for 1 minute. Place two muffin halves on each of four dishes. Top each muffin half with a mound of the spinach mixture, making a little indentation in the middle of each mound. Remove one egg at a time from the water, using a slotted spoon and carefully draining each egg, and nestle it on a spinach mound. Top each muffin with 2 tablespoons of hollandaise sauce. Serve immediately.

Asparagus Frittata

This is the perfect brunch dish. It’s easy to make and the creamy goat cheese complements the asparagus beautifully.

¼ cup extra-virgin olive oil

1 small onion, peeled and finely chopped

2 scallions, finely chopped

2 garlic cloves, peeled and minced

⅓ cup sliced fresh mushrooms

⅓ cup grape tomatoes, halved

2 tablespoons chopped fresh parsley

2 tablespoons chopped fresh dill

2 cups asparagus pieces, cut into 1-inch lengths

5 eggs

1 tablespoon half-and-half

½ teaspoon salt

¼ teaspoon freshly ground black pepper

2 ounces fresh goat cheese, crumbled

4 SERVINGS

1. Preheat the broiler. Heat the olive oil in a medium cast iron skillet. Add the onion, scallions, and garlic; sauté for 3 minutes over medium-high heat. Add the mushrooms, tomatoes, parsley, dill, and asparagus, and continue to cook, stirring occasionally, for 2 minutes longer. Remove from the heat.

2. Whisk together the eggs, half-and-half, salt, and pepper in a small bowl until the eggs are light and frothy. Pour the egg mixture over the vegetables in the skillet. Sprinkle the goat cheese over the eggs and cook over low heat until the eggs are set, about 8 minutes. Remove the skillet from the stove and put it under the broiler for 3 minutes, until the cheese is bubbling and the frittata is firm.

Spinach Cheddar Soufflé

Spring’s first tender spinach leaves are the stars in this easy soufflé. You can use any hard cheese to vary the flavor.

1 tablespoon olive oil

1 pound fresh spinach leaves, washed and chopped

1 garlic clove, peeled and minced

4 tablespoons butter

¼ cup all-purpose flour

1½ cups half-and-half

1 teaspoon salt

¼ teaspoon white pepper

¼ teaspoon freshly grated nutmeg

4 ounces cheddar cheese, shredded (1 cup)

3 eggs, separated

¼ teaspoon cream of tartar

6 SERVINGS

1. Heat the oil in a large skillet. Add the spinach and garlic and cook over medium-high heat, stirring occasionally, for 5 minutes. Drain the spinach mixture and set aside.

2. Preheat the oven to 375°F. Butter a 2-quart soufflé dish. Melt the butter in a medium saucepan over low heat, and then whisk in the flour, cooking and stirring until the mixture is smooth and bubbling. Gradually add the half-and-half and continue to cook and stir over low heat until the mixture thickens. Stir in the salt, pepper, nutmeg, and cheese. Continue to cook and stir over low heat until the cheese has melted. Remove the cheese sauce from the heat, and stir in the egg yolks, then the spinach.

3. Beat the egg whites and cream of tartar in a large bowl with a mixer at high speed, until they form stiff peaks. Fold one-third of the egg whites into the spinach-cheese sauce, then gently fold in the remaining egg whites. Pour the mixture into the soufflé dish. Bake for 50 minutes, until a knife inserted into the center of the soufflé comes out clean. Serve immediately.

Pasta Primavera with Baby Vegetables and Fresh Herbs

Baby spring vegetables are like movie trailers for summer’s coming attractions. Combine them in this rich, colorful dish that celebrates spring.

½ cup shelled fresh peas

½ cup baby carrots, peeled, sliced lengthwise and halved

½ cup sliced baby yellow squash

½ cup sliced baby zucchini

2 tablespoons butter

1 tablespoon all-purpose flour

1 cup half-and-half

¾ cup freshly grated Parmesan cheese

½ teaspoon salt

½ teaspoon freshly ground black pepper

1 pound fresh fettuccine

3 tablespoons finely chopped fresh basil

1 tablespoon finely chopped fresh chives

4 SERVINGS

1. Bring a large saucepan of water to a boil. Steam the peas, carrots, squash, and zucchini on a steamer rack set over the boiling water for 4 minutes. Remove the vegetables from the steamer and set them aside. Bring a large pot of salted water to a boil for the pasta.

2. Melt the butter in a large skillet over low heat, and then whisk in the flour, cooking and stirring until the mixture is smooth and bubbling. Add the half-and-half slowly, continuing to cook and stir until the sauce is smooth and thick. Add ½ cup of the Parmesan, the steamed vegetables, and the salt and pepper, and heat through.

3. Add the fettucine to the boiling water and cook for 3 minutes. Drain the pasta and transfer it to a large serving bowl. Top the pasta with the creamy vegetable sauce, basil, and chives, tossing until well mixed. Sprinkle with the remaining Parmesan and serve.
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MARYLAND WINES

Most people don’t know that Maryland’s history as a wine-producing state goes back a long way. John Adlum of Swan Harbor Farm in present-day Harford County was Maryland’s first maker, cultivating a vineyard on the banks of the Chesapeake in the late 1790s and early 1800s. Adlum was also friends with Thomas Jefferson and is reputed to have given some of his vines to the third president for the vineyard at Monticello. In modern times, Maryland’s wine industry dates back to 1945, when Boordy Vineyards in Hydes began producing fine wines on 230 acres in the Long Green Valley section of Baltimore County. Today Maryland has a total of 34 wineries spread throughout every region of the state, producing 300 different wines, selling more than 1.3 million bottles in 2008, and winning many international and national awards of excellence. They all are open to and welcome visitors. Boordy, which also hosts a summer farmers’ market and a wonderful concert series, lists ports and some terrific sparkling wines among its offerings, while Fiore Winery, set on rolling hillsides about 20 miles to Boordy’s northeast, is famous for its award-winning Chambourcin that winemaker Mike Fiore, a native of Italy, considers his pride and joy.
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Whether you’re looking for a deep, soulful red or a playful white, Maryland has wines to please every palate. Newer vineyards are cropping up in southern Maryland and on the Eastern Shore, where the sandy soils and mild climate mimic conditions on New York’s Long Island. In western Maryland, Deep Creek Cellars — at 2,100 feet, the state’s highest vineyard — takes advantage of its cool nights to produce fruity European-style wines that are perfect for summer evenings under the stars. And Maryland already has five established wine trails in the state, including one in historic Frederick County, where Civil War battlefields and historic homes dot the landscape, and another, the Mason-Dixon trail, straddling the Pennsylvania-Maryland border. Wine tastings are an integral part of the experience, which is why three new trails, the Patuxent, the Piedmont, and the Cheseapeake, are adding even more diversions to a day in the Maryland countryside.

BLACK ANKLE VINEYARDS

Frederick County

Sarah O’Herron, a winemaker who with her husband, Ed Boyce, owns Black Ankle Vineyards in Mt. Airy, is among the new generation of Maryland vintners who have started wineries as second or third careers. As part of their research, O’Herron and Boyce spent 18 months traveling in Europe and the United States to learn everything they could about making wine, and O’Herron undertook three internships, including one each in Bordeaux and California, before they even bought the land on which Black Ankle Vineyards now rests. Black Ankle employs biodynamic principles on its vineyard, utilizing as much compost as possible, keeping pesticide use to a bare minimum, and trying as much as possible to work with the rhythms of the moon, and with a strong emphasis on biodiversity. The beautiful building that holds their wine cellar and tasting room is a straw bale building with many environmentally beneficial features, such as a green roof. As is true across Maryland’s wineries, O’Herron is fastidious about her winemaking, lavishing extraordinary care on the grapes to produce a memorable wine made in harmony with nature. Her efforts were rewarded when Black Ankle’s lush, intensely dark Crumbling Rock 2006, a Cabernet Franc, Cabernet Sauvignon, Merlot, and Petit Verdot blend, won the Governor’s Cup, the state’s highest award for winemaking, in 2008 and again in 2009. It’s just one of the many excellent choices wine aficionados can now enjoy among Maryland vintages.
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Risotto with Fresh Greens and Basil

Sarah O’Herron’s sister developed this recipe to showcase Black Ankle’s Grüner Veltliner wine. The fruity taste of the Veltliner is delicious with the cooked greens in this creamy risotto.

1 pound fresh greens, such as spinach, Swiss chard, or kale

1 teaspoon salt

4–5 cups Chicken Stock (page 26) or Vegetable Stock (page 27)

5 tablespoons unsalted butter

1 small onion, peeled and finely chopped

2 cups Arborio rice

1 cup Black Ankle Grüner Veltliner or other dry white wine

10–15 fresh basil leaves, torn into small pieces

1 cup freshly grated Parmesan cheese

6 SERVINGS

1. Remove the stems from the greens. Bring 1 cup of water to a boil in a large saucepan and add ¼ teaspoon of the salt. Add the greens and cook until wilted. Drain the greens well and chop finely. Set aside.

2. Heat the broth in a saucepan over medium heat. Keep it warm over low heat.

3. Melt 4 tablespoons of the butter in a large saucepan over medium heat. Add the onion and sauté until soft, about 4 minutes. Add the rice and stir to coat thoroughly.

4. Add the wine and cook, stirring frequently, until all of the wine has been absorbed by the rice. Add 1 cup of stock and cook, stirring frequently, until it has been absorbed by the rice. Continue to cook and stir, adding stock as needed, until all of the stock has been used and the rice is tender but still firm to the bite.

5. Stir in the greens and basil, and mix well. Season with the remaining ¾ teaspoon salt, and then stir in the remaining 1 tablespoon butter and ⅓ cup of the Parmesan. Serve immediately, passing the remaining Parmesan at the table.

Chicken Pot Pie with Spring Peas and Carrots

Fresh peas are such a rarity these days that you have to take advantage of them when they’re available. Some of the best I’ve ever had came from the Musachio Produce Farm in Ridgely, out in Caroline County. Michael and Anne Musachio, who have run their 24-acre fruit and vegetable farm since 1979, pride themselves not just on their freshly shelled peas and lima beans, but on the array of unusual fruits and vegetables they grow, including fava beans, Muscatine grapes, Brussels sprouts, and an heirloom Victoria rhubarb that Michael grew from seed. “Customers buy them because they’re nostalgic about some of the things I grow. They’ve had them at their grandparents’ house or at their parents’, and I like to please them,” Michael says. This buttery pot pie gets its sweetness from the peas and baby carrots.

2 (10-inch) piecrusts (1 recipe Basic Piecrust, page 76), chilled

3 cups cooked chicken, cut into 1-inch cubes

2 cups fresh peas

1 cup frozen corn

2 celery stalks, chopped

2 medium potatoes, peeled and cut into 1-inch cubes

1 bunch baby carrots or 2 medium carrots, sliced into 1-inch rounds (about 1½ cups)

3 tablespoons butter

¼ cup finely chopped onion

3 tablespoons all-purpose flour 1½ cups half-and-half

1 cup Chicken Stock (page 26) or Vegetable Stock (page 27)

½ cup dry white wine

2 tablespoons chopped fresh parsley

½ teaspoon dried thyme

1 teaspoon salt

¼ teaspoon freshly ground black pepper

Milk

8 SERVINGS

1. Preheat the oven to 375°F. Roll out one piecrust into a 14-inch circle. Fit the crust into a 3-quart deep-dish casserole and set aside. Combine the chicken, peas, corn, celery, potatoes, and carrots in a large bowl; set aside.

2. Melt the butter in a medium saucepan over low heat. Add the onion and sauté for 2 to 3 minutes, until the onion is translucent. Whisk in the flour and cook over medium heat, stirring constantly until the mixture is smooth and bubbling. Whisk in the half-and-half, chicken stock, wine, parsley, thyme, salt, and pepper. Continue cooking, stirring occasionally, until the sauce thickens, 3 to 5 minutes. Pour the hot sauce over the chicken mixture and toss to combine. Transfer the filling to the prepared casserole.

3. Roll the second piecrust into a 10-inch circle. Place on top of the casserole and seal the edges. Make several slits in the top crust, and lightly brush it with milk. Bake for 55 to 60 minutes, until golden brown. Serve immediately.
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Grilled Chicken on Microgreens and Mâche with Carrot-Ginger Soy Sauce

Spring brings a dazzling array of salad greens, including mâche, spinach, arugula, peppery microgreens, and more, many of them grown by Cinda Sebastian of Gardener’s Gourmet in Westminster. Since 1979, Gardener’s Gourmet has grown edible heirlooms, baby varieties, and unusual vegetables and herbs on 40 acres of preserved land, including in 7,000 square feet of greenhouse space. Whenever possible, Sebastian grows her vegetables using organic seeds and with little or no pesticides.

6 boneless, skinless chicken breast halves

½ cup plus 2 tablespoons soy sauce

2 carrots, peeled and cut into 1-inch chunks

¼ cup chopped fresh gingerroot

¼ cup chopped shallots

¼ cup rice vinegar

½ cup peanut oil

¼ teaspoon salt

¼ teaspoon freshly ground black pepper

6 cups microgreens and mâche, washed and torn

¼ cup salted peanuts, chopped

6 SERVINGS

1. Place the chicken breasts in a shallow dish and pour the ½ cup soy sauce over them. Marinate in the refrigerator for 1 hour, turning the chicken pieces once.

2. Make the dressing: Combine the 2 tablespoons soy sauce, carrots, ginger, shallots, vinegar, oil, salt, and pepper in a blender or food processor and blend until smooth. Add 2 to 4 tablespoons water to thin the dressing, as desired.

3. Prepare a gas or charcoal grill for grilling. Remove the chicken breasts from the marinade and grill them over medium heat for 12 to 14 minutes, until the juices run clear. Turn the chicken frequently so that it doesn’t burn. Remove the chicken from the heat and slice into strips.

4. Put the greens in a large salad bowl and top with the chicken strips. Pour the dressing over the salad and toss thoroughly. Top with the chopped peanuts.
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Curried Chicken with Tropical Fruits and Coconut Sauce

Exotic tastes are married with spring colors in this exquisitely flavored curry dish from my sister, Alexandra Lehmann, a great home cook. Use local, free-range chickens for the best flavor.

2 large boneless, skinless chicken breast halves (about 1 pound)

1 celery stalk, diced

1 carrot, peeled and diced

2 sprigs fresh parsley

5 black peppercorns

1 small onion, peeled and halved

4 tablespoons butter

3 tablespoons all-purpose flour

2 tablespoons hot curry powder (without added salt or garlic)

¾ cup coconut milk

½ teaspoon salt

¼ cup crème fraîche

⅓ cup grated unsweetened coconut, fresh or dried

1 banana, sliced

1 fresh pineapple, peeled, cored, and cut into 1-inch chunks

3 cups cooked Basmati rice (kept warm)

6 SERVINGS

1. Wash the chicken breasts and place them in a medium saucepan with 2 cups of water, the celery, carrot, parsley, and peppercorns. Bring to a gentle simmer and poach for 10 minutes. Remove the pan from the heat and let the chicken sit 10 minutes longer in the pan. Remove the chicken from the broth and transfer it to a plate to cool, reserving the broth.

2. Strain the reserved broth into a large measuring cup. Press down on the vegetables to remove all the juices. Add water to bring the volume of broth to 2 cups.

3. Melt 2 tablespoons of the butter in a large skillet over medium heat. Whisk in the flour, cooking and stirring until the mixture is smooth, bubbling, and just golden, about 2 minutes. Add the curry powder and stir until fragrant, about 1 minute. Whisking constantly, add the reserved broth, coconut milk, and salt. Simmer, whisking occasionally, for about 5 minutes, until the sauce is thick and creamy. While the sauce is simmering, shred or cut the chicken into bite-size pieces.

4. Add the crème fraîche and grated coconut to the curry sauce. Stir thoroughly, then add the chicken and simmer another 5 minutes.

5. Melt the remaining 2 tablespoons butter in a medium skillet over medium heat. Add the banana and fry for 3 minutes, until golden. Add the pineapple and sauté for 2 minutes longer. Remove the fruit from the heat.

6. Remove the chicken curry from the heat and transfer it to a serving dish. Mound the rice on a separate serving platter and arrange the fruit around it. Serve immediately.

CANTLER’S RIVERSIDE INN

Anne Arundel County

Five generations of Cantlers had fished the waters of the Chesapeake Bay, many of them living on the same claw of the Broadneck Peninsula that juts into Annapolis’s Mill Creek, when Jimmy Cantler decided to open a seafood restaurant on the point in 1974. There was never any doubt, then, who would supply most of the local seafood: his brothers and cousins. Thirty years later, in what is becoming less and less common, Cantlers, now including the sixth generation, still leave the docks before dawn in search of the crabs, oysters, rockfish, clams, and perch that feed the hungry bodies congregating at Cantler’s all summer long.

The crowds begin to swell in May when the soft-shell crabs are fresh out of the shedding tank behind the restaurant and the weather is warm enough for a cold beer on the outdoor deck. Cantler’s is a crab shack in the very best Maryland sense of the word. It’s real and unpretentious, has no dress code, makes everyone from watermen to international celebrities feel welcome, uses only the finest brown paper for the tablecloths, and serves the freshest local seafood, simply. You sit elbow to elbow at long tables with people you don’t know, and by the time you’ve all picked your way through a bushel of crabs and squirted each other with crab juice, you feel like old friends and walk out back to the washbasin together. It’s the kind of place that always smells of beer and fish, where everyone has to stand in line for a spot on the deck and then walk four blocks to get back to their cars, and no one minds a bit.

Crabs are the house specialty, a must-order. Of course, as Dan Donnelly, Cantler’s business partner and the restaurant’s manager, readily concedes, not all of the crabs they serve are Maryland crabs anymore, because the demand outstrips the supply and people want to eat crabs year-round. But the rockfish, the oysters, the clams, and the perch are all local, and are served in season only, so don’t look for oysters in June. When Cantler’s has to buy crabs, they buy American crabs, unlike many other restaurants that opt for cheaper foreign crabs. When they have to supplement their own crabs, they pay a premium to buy local crabs from Hooper’s Island, home to some of Maryland’s oldest picking houses. “We’ve always tried to stay true to who we are,” Donnelly says, “and if it’s not broke, don’t try to fix it.”

Pan-fried Maryland Soft-Shell Crabs with Lemon, Capers, and Herbs

Soft-shell crabs are most often served pan-fried between two slices of bread, but this slightly more sophisticated version is wonderful. The pan sauce is tart and powerfully flavored; you need only about one tablespoon per serving.

8 medium-to-large soft-shell crabs

1 cup all-purpose flour

10 tablespoons butter

1 teaspoon lemon juice

1 teaspoon sherry vinegar

1 teaspoon drained tiny capers, chopped

1 tablespoon minced fresh parsley leaves

1 teaspoon minced fresh tarragon leaves

1 scallion, white and tender green parts, minced

Freshly ground black pepper

4 SERVINGS

1. Clean the crabs and pat them dry with paper towels. Dredge the crabs in the flour and shake off excess.

2. Heat two large skillets over medium-high heat until very hot, about 3 minutes. Add 4 tablespoons of butter to each skillet, swirling to keep the butter from burning as it melts. When the foam subsides, turn the heat to high and add four crabs, skin down, to each skillet.

3. Cover each skillet with a splatter screen and cook the crabs, adjusting the heat as necessary to keep the butter from burning, until they turn reddish brown, about 5 minutes. Turn the crabs with a spatula or tongs and cook until the second side is browned, about 5 minutes longer. Turn off the heat, remove the crabs from the skillets, and drain them on a paper towel–lined plate.

4. Make the sauce: Pour off the frying fat from one of the skillets while it is still warm. Add the remaining 2 tablespoons butter, the lemon juice, vinegar, capers, parsley, tarragon, scallion, and pepper to the skillet. Swirl the skillet to melt the butter.

5. Arrange two crabs on each of four plates. Spoon about 1 tablespoon of sauce over each pair of crabs and serve immediately.
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SOFT-SHELL CRABS

Soft-shells are a true spring delicacy in Maryland, but they’re served all summer, too. A soft-shell crab is nothing more than a hard-shell crab that has molted, or shed, its shell. In the course of its roughly three-year life cycle, a blue crab will shed its shell up to 23 times, something it must do to continue growing and, for female crabs, to mate. Shedding season is from May to September. After a crab molts, for about four days only a paper-thin husk remains before the new shell starts growing. At that phase, the crabs can be eaten whole. Experienced crabbers can tell when a crab is about to turn into a “peeler,” and they’ll move it to a shedding tank. As soon as the crab has molted, it’s taken out of the water to stop the hardening process, and the crab is graded, packed, and shipped.

Soft-shells are sold fresh or frozen but should be dressed when they’re alive. To dress a soft-shell, cut off the face behind the eyes with a pair of scissors. Next, remove the apron of the crab, which is on the underside, and take out all the spongy parts found beneath it: the gills, stomach, and the intestines. Finally, rinse the crab thoroughly and then drain and dry it. If you are freezing the raw soft-shells, you should wrap them individually, first in plastic wrap and then in aluminum foil. They can then be frozen as is, or you can put them in freezer bags or plastic containers. Stored properly, they’ll keep for six months. You can also freeze cooked soft-shells using the same wrapping system, but the cooked crabs should be eaten sooner — ideally within two to three months. To thaw soft-shells, place them in the refrigerator.

Chesapeake Oyster Stew

This rich-tasting stew comes from renowned Baltimore chef, author, and television-series host John Shields. Long before most chefs and food writers were even thinking about local foods, John was helping to define what Chesapeake cuisine is. Schooled first and foremost by his grandmother Gertrude Cleary — the name behind his two restaurants: Gertie’s Chesapeake Bay Café in Berkeley, California, and Gertrude’s in Baltimore — John grew up with a deep reverence for seasonal and local foods, from blue crabs to oysters and everything in between. Called the “Culinary Ambassador of the Bay” by many, Shields has spent decades celebrating the people and foods of the Chesapeake region and teaching others about their uniqueness. He champions the unsung local farmers, watermen, and old-fashioned cooks, saying that without them, there would be no Chesapeake cuisine left.

½ pound slab bacon

1 cup finely minced onion

1 cup finely minced celery

2 quarts half-and-half

1 quart shucked oysters, with liquor

3 tablespoons all-purpose flour Salt and white pepper

Cayenne pepper

1 teaspoon Old Bay or other seafood seasoning

2 tablespoons Worcestershire sauce

1 tablespoon butter

8–10 SERVINGS

1. Chill the bacon in the freezer for 20 minutes, and then slice it into thin strips. Fry the bacon in a large saucepan until crisp. Remove the cooked bacon to paper towels to drain, leaving the bacon drippings in the pan. Add the onion and celery and cook in the bacon fat, stirring occasionally, until they are very soft, 4 to 5 minutes. Set aside.

2. Heat the half-and-half in a medium saucepan over medium heat, stirring, until quite hot but not boiling. Heat the oysters and their liquor in a separate medium saucepan, until the oysters’ edges begin to curl. Immediately drain the liquor into the hot half-and-half. Cover the oysters and set aside.

3. Add the flour to the onion mixture; cook and stir over low heat for 2 minutes. Whisk in the hot half-and-half mixture and cook over medium heat, stirring constantly, until slightly thickened, about 5 minutes. Season lightly with salt, white pepper, and cayenne. Add the seafood seasoning and the Worcestershire. The stew should be very savory but not salty.

4. Pour the stew into a soup tureen, add the oysters, and stir. Drop the butter into the center and sprinkle with cayenne. Ladle the stew into bowls and crumble the reserved bacon over the top.
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Rockfish Imperial

This is one of the signature recipes at Gertrude’s in Baltimore. When not used as a topping, the crab mixture is a dish on its own and can be baked in a buttered casserole dish in a 350°F oven for 20 to 25 minutes. Serve it with new potatoes or rice and a salad.

4 tablespoons butter

2 tablespoons diced green bell pepper

2 tablespoons diced red bell pepper or pimiento

½ cup chopped mushrooms

1 cup mayonnaise

1 tablespoon Dijon mustard

1 tablespoon Worcestershire sauce

1 teaspoon capers, drained and chopped

1 teaspoon Old Bay or other seafood seasoning

¼ teaspoon Tabasco sauce

¼ teaspoon freshly ground black pepper

1 pound jumbo or lump crabmeat, picked over for shells

6 (6–7 ounce) rockfish fillets, skin removed

Salt and freshly ground black pepper

Olive oil

1 egg, beaten

1 tablespoon chopped fresh parsley

Paprika

6 SERVINGS

1. Preheat the oven to 350°F. Melt the butter in a medium skillet over medium-high heat. Add the bell peppers and mushrooms and sauté until soft. Set aside.

2. Combine ¾ cup of the mayonnaise, the mustard, Worcestershire, capers, Old Bay, Tabasco, and pepper in a medium bowl and mix well. Add the cooked bell peppers and mushrooms. Add the crabmeat and toss gently. Refrigerate until ready to use.

3. Season both sides of the rockfish fillets with salt and pepper. Heat a large ovenproof skillet until it is very hot and lightly coat the bottom with olive oil. Place the fillets flesh side down in the skillet and sear for 1 minute over medium heat. Turn the fish over and sear the other side for 1 minute. Remove the skillet from the heat and turn over the fish once again. Distribute the crabmeat mixture evenly over the fillets.

4. Transfer the skillet to the preheated oven and bake for 18 to 20 minutes. Meanwhile, make the imperial topping: Combine the egg, the remaining ¼ cup mayonnaise, the parsley, and a pinch of paprika in a small bowl and mix well.

5. Remove the skillet from the oven and top the crabmeat mixture with the imperial topping. Increase the oven temperature to 400°F. Return the skillet to the oven and bake the fillets for 3 to 5 minutes longer, until lightly browned. Remove the rockfish from the oven and serve immediately.
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BROME HOWARD INN

St. Mary’s County

In 1840, a certain Dr. Brome Howard built his bride a classic plantation house with a glorious view on the banks of the St. Mary’s River. But 150 years later, when modern technology revealed that the house had been built on top of the first permanent settlement in the state, the state of Maryland, which owned the house, decided to move it to a similar location in St. Mary’s City, about a mile away. Michael and Lisa Kelley were visiting the area from the Washington DC suburbs, saw the historic house, heard that the state was trying to figure out what to do with it at its new location, and spontaneously decided to put in a bid to run it as a bed-and-breakfast with a restaurant. Michael’s background as an executive in the food-service industry helped convince the state to award the Kelleys the contract.
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The personable new innkeepers maintained the original charm of the building and accented it with a tasteful mix of antiques and modern amenities. And now, more than a dozen years later, the intimate but grand four-bedroom inn is a showpiece, consistently rated one of Maryland’s best. The gracious white house with its spacious veranda sits on 30 acres of land and still enjoys a stunning view of the river. A day at the inn begins with a sumptuous breakfast cooked by Michael with fresh local eggs and produce in season. At day’s end, another fine meal awaits, often showcasing seafood that’s been caught that morning by a waterman down the road.
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Grilled Confetti Rockfish

It’s hard to surpass the sweet, delicate flavor of fresh, wild rockfish, also known as striped bass. It’s a fish that wants little, if any, additional seasoning. In this recipe, a simple confetti salsa and a bed of couscous combine to dress up this elegant entrée.

1½–2 pounds rockfish fillets, skin-on

2 tablespoons olive oil

¼ cup finely diced carrot

¼ cup finely diced red bell pepper

¼ cup finely diced onion

½ cup finely diced tomato

¼ cup finely diced cucumber

2 tablespoons finely chopped cilantro

1 tablespoon lime juice

½ teaspoon salt

¼ teaspoon freshly ground black pepper

3 cups cooked couscous, kept warm

Lemon or lime slices

4 SERVINGS

1. Prepare a gas or charcoal grill for grilling. Clean the rockfish by trimming away any belly fat and fins. Score the skin two to three times in opposite directions to just below the surface of the skin, using a sharp knife and being careful not to cut too deeply (this prevents curling of the fillet during cooking). If necessary, cut the fillets into more manageable sizes.

2. Make the confetti salsa: Heat 1 tablespoon of the olive oil in a medium skillet. Add the carrot, red pepper, and onion, and sauté over medium-high heat for 2 minutes, until the vegetables begin to soften. Remove from the heat and stir in the tomato, cucumber, cilantro, and lime juice.

3. Brush the rockfish fillets on both sides with the remaining tablespoon olive oil. Sprinkle the fish with the salt and pepper and place the pieces skin side up on the grill. Grill the rockfish for 2 to 3 minutes on each side, being careful not to overcook.

4. Mound the couscous evenly on four plates, or on one large platter if serving family-style. Lay the fish over the couscous. Spoon the salsa over the fish. Garnish with lemon or lime slices.
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Boneless Spring Lamb Roast

Maryland still has many farms that raise succulent spring lambs, including Zekiah Farms in Charles County, Jehovah Jireh Farm in Washington County, Bietschehof Farm in Garrett County, and Greene’s Lamb Farm in Baltimore County. Most of these farms sell their meats locally, although some will ship, as well. Scented with garlic and Mediterranean seasonings, this roast is delicious with Gratin Dauphinois (page 230).

1 lemon

¾ cup olive oil

10 garlic cloves, peeled

2 teaspoons dried oregano

2 teaspoons dried rosemary leaves

½ teaspoon paprika

½ teaspoon salt

1 (3–3½ pound) boneless leg of lamb

1 tablespoon coarse sea salt

1 teaspoon freshly ground black pepper

6 SERVINGS

1. Zest and juice the lemon. Combine the lemon zest and juice with the olive oil, 3 of the garlic cloves, 1 teaspoon of the oregano, 1 teaspoon of the rosemary, the paprika, and the salt in a blender or food processor and blend until smooth. Place the leg of lamb in a large ziplock bag and add the marinade. Put the ziplock bag into a larger plastic bag or large container to ensure there is no leakage and place it in the refrigerator to marinate overnight, or for at least 4 hours.

2. Remove the lamb from the refrigerator and allow the contents to come to room temperature. Preheat the oven to 450°F. Remove the lamb from the bag and pat dry. Combine the remaining 1 teaspoon oregano and 1 teaspoon rosemary with the sea salt and pepper. Rub this mixture all over the lamb. Cut small incisions into the lamb and insert the remaining 7 garlic cloves into the incisions. Insert a meat thermometer into the roast.

3. Place the lamb on a rack in a roasting pan, fattiest side up. Roast for 15 minutes. Reduce the oven to 325°F and roast an additional 10 to 15 minutes per pound, 30 to 45 minutes, until a meat thermometer reads 140°F for medium rare to 150°F for medium. Remove the lamb from the oven, cover it with foil or a lid, and allow it to rest for 20 minutes. Cut the strings from the lamb and transfer the roast to a serving platter. Cut the lamb into ½-inch-thick slices. Strain the pan drippings and pour them over the lamb.
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Flank Steak Salad with Mixed Spring Greens and Ranch Dressing

Maryland is home to Roseda Beef, one of the largest and choicest Angus cattle operations on the East Coast. Mike Brannon, Roseda Beef’s director of operations, prepares this signature dish by baking the steak in the oven, instead of grilling it, which is perfect for cool or rainy spring days.

1 (1–1¼ pound) flank steak

1 tablespoon sea salt

1 tablespoon freshly ground black pepper

1 (12-ounce) bottle of honey brown beer or lager

¼ cup finely chopped onion

1 teaspoon olive oil

2 whole heads garlic, loose skin discarded

4 cups mixed spring lettuce

Ranch Dressing (page 71)

3–4 SERVINGS

1. Pound the steak with a tenderizer or with the edge of a saucer. Mix the salt and pepper together and rub the steak with the mixture.

2. Place the steak in a ziplock bag and pour in enough beer to cover the steak. Add the onion and seal the bag, squeezing out any air. Refrigerate and allow the marinade to permeate the steak for at least 1 hour.

3. Preheat the oven to 450°F. Grease a rimmed baking sheet with the olive oil. Cut the heads of garlic crosswise and place them onto the sheet to hold the steak above the surface of the sheet.

4. Heat a cast iron skillet until it is extremely hot. Remove the steak from the bag and pat dry. Cook the steak in the skillet over high heat for 1 to 2 minutes on each side, until the steak is well seared.

5. Place the steak on top of the garlic and transfer the baking sheet to the oven. Bake for 15 minutes, and then use tongs to check for desired doneness (a rare steak will feel spongy, while a well-done steak will be firm). Remove the steak from the oven, place it on a cutting board, and allow it to rest for 5 minutes before slicing. Arrange the lettuce on a serving platter. Slice the steak against the grain and arrange over the lettuce. Top the steak and salad with ranch dressing.

RANCH DRESSING

½ cup buttermilk

¼ cup mayonnaise

¼ cup sour cream

2 tablespoons lemon or lime juice

1 garlic clove, peeled

⅛ teaspoon salt

⅛ teaspoon freshly ground black pepper

1 teaspoon chopped fresh parsley

1 teaspoon snipped fresh chives

MAKES 1 CUP

Combine the buttermilk, mayonnaise, sour cream, lemon juice, garlic, salt, and pepper in a blender or food processor. Briefly blend or pulse until the dressing is well mixed. Stir in the parsley and chives. Refrigerate until needed.

NOTE: The dressing will keep in the refrigerator for at least 1 week and makes a terrific dip for vegetables or tortilla chips, too.

Ricotta Hotcakes with Strawberry Compote

Ethereally light, these hotcakes with cooked strawberries are habit-forming. Other berries or stewed fruits, depending on the season, work well, too.

2 cups strawberries, hulled and sliced

¼ cup sugar

2 eggs, separated

½ cup ricotta cheese

½ cup milk

⅓ cup all-purpose flour

2 teaspoons baking powder

1–2 tablespoons vegetable oil

2–4 SERVINGS

1. Make the compote: Combine the strawberries, ¼ cup water, and the sugar in a small saucepan. Bring the mixture to a boil and reduce the heat. Simmer until the strawberries are soft and cooked, about 5 minutes. Remove the strawberry compote from the heat and transfer it to a bowl to cool for 10 minutes.

2. Beat the egg whites in a mixing bowl with a whisk or electric mixer at high speed until they form stiff peaks. Set the egg whites aside. Combine the egg yolks, ricotta, and milk in a medium bowl and mix until blended. Add the flour and baking powder. Carefully fold the egg whites into the egg yolk mixture, gently blending them together, but not overmixing.

3. Lightly coat a large skillet with oil and heat until hot but not smoking. Ladle in enough batter for the desired pancake size and fry the hotcakes over medium heat until they are cooked through and golden, about 2 minutes on each side. Serve immediately with the warm strawberry compote.
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Rhubarb and Red Currant Fool

I have a soft spot for rhubarb, partly because of my Swiss heritage (rhubarb is as common in Swiss gardens as it is in English ones) and partly because it’s the first potentially sweet thing to grow in the garden. And red currants, which ripen in June in Maryland, are simply underappreciated for their taste and for the amount of vitamin C that they pack. I grow both of them in my garden, but they’re also readily available at farmers’ markets, if not at supermarkets. They’re among the fleeting and therefore special tastes of late spring and early summer.

Rhubarb and red currants are sympathetically paired in this dessert, because the sweetness of the whipped cream contrasts beautifully with their tart tastes and pinkish red colors. If you absolutely can’t find local red currants, substitute strawberries.

1¼ cups sugar

1½ pounds rhubarb, trimmed, woody fibers removed, and chopped

1 teaspoon lemon zest

1½ pounds red currants, stems removed

1 pint heavy cream

1 teaspoon vanilla extract

Mint leaves

6 SERVINGS

1. Preheat the oven to 375°F. Mix together ½ cup of the sugar, the rhubarb, and the lemon zest in a baking dish. Cover and bake for 45 minutes, until the rhubarb is completely soft. Drain the juice, purée the rhubarb, and transfer the purée to a bowl.

2. Combine the red currants with ½ cup of the remaining sugar in a food processor or blender and purée until smooth.

3. Whip the cream, vanilla, and the remaining ¼ cup sugar in a chilled bowl with an electric mixer. Transfer the whipped cream to a trifle dish and alternate folding in the rhubarb and the red currant purées, deliberately making streaks of color. Garnish with mint.
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Strawberry-Rhubarb Pie

Tart yet sweet strawberry-rhubarb pie is a Maryland tradition, marking the start of the fresh fruit pie season. Served warm with Vanilla Bean Ice Cream (page 77) or whipped cream, it’s sure to please. Buy your strawberries locally at places like Shlagel Farms in Waldorf, a former tobacco farm owned and run by Russ and Eileen Shlagel and their five children. It’s one of many “pick your own” farms in the state.

2 (10-inch) piecrusts (1 recipe Basic Piecrust, page 76)

4 cups fresh, local strawberries

4 large stalks local rhubarb, trimmed, woody fibers removed, and cut into 1-inch-thick slices (2 ½ cups)

1½ cups of sugar

3 tablespoons tapioca flour or 2 tablespoons quick-cooking tapioca

2 tablespoons all-purpose flour

1 egg yolk, beaten

1 teaspoon vanilla extract

½ teaspoon cinnamon

⅛ teaspoon nutmeg

10 SERVINGS

1. Preheat the oven to 400°F. Line a 10-inch pie plate with one of the crusts and put the pie plate in the refrigerator, along with the second crust, to chill.

2. Rinse and hull the strawberries, slicing them into a large bowl. Add the rhubarb to the strawberries. Add the sugar, tapioca flour, all-purpose flour, egg yolk, vanilla, cinnamon, and nutmeg to the fruit mixture and toss until blended. Spoon the fruit mixture into the crust-lined pie plate.

3. Cover the pie with the second crust and crimp and seal the edges. Make slits in the piecrust to allow steam to escape from the pie. Bake the pie at 400°F for 15 minutes. Reduce the oven to 375°F and bake for an additional 40 minutes. If necessary, collar the pie with aluminum foil to keep the edge of the crust from getting too brown.

Basic Piecrust

I have been making this crust since I was a little girl, and it’s never failed me. It’s the same basic crust that my grandmother and millions of other bakers have used for generations. The keys are to use good-quality, cold ingredients.

1 cup (2 sticks) cold butter

2½ cups all-purpose flour

⅛ teaspoon salt

¼ cup ice water

MAKES TWO 10-INCHPIECRUSTS

1. Cut the butter into small pieces and put it in the bowl of a food processor or, if you prefer to make the crust by hand, in a large mixing bowl. Sift together the flour and salt, and then add to the butter.

2. Pulse the mixture in the food processor for about 5 seconds or cut in the butter with a pastry cutter until the mixture is crumbly. Add the ice water a few drops at a time, pulsing or mixing, until the dough holds together but is not sticky.

3. Form the dough into two equal balls and wrap each piece in plastic wrap, flattening the balls. Chill until needed.

PIECRUST VARIATIONS

There are many variations of the Basic Piecrust recipe given above, and they all work well, depending on your need or inclination. If you are using the crusts to bake a dessert, you can add a tablespoon of sugar to the dough to sweeten it. Sometimes I will add a teaspoon of vinegar to the dough, which helps to relax the glutens and keeps the dough from getting tough. If you prefer even richer, sweeter dough, you can also add an egg yolk and another teaspoon of sugar to it. And if you like to use nut flours, which I do, you can substitute ½ cup of almond, hazelnut, or pecan flour for an equal amount of the all-purpose flour. To make nut flours, just grind the nuts in a food processor or blender.

If you prefer the taste and texture of shortening, you can substitute that for the butter, or you can use both butter and shortening in equal proportions. For cherry and blueberry pies, I usually use ½ cup of butter and ½ cup shortening. Many bakers use vegetable oil in their crusts, which I don’t care for, but many others love. Experiment a little bit yourself to see what you like best. You may be among the bakers who still swear by lard for the lightest, flakiest crust.

Vanilla-Bean Ice Cream

Vanilla ice cream is the dessert accompaniment of choice to pies and many other baked goods in my household.

1 pint heavy cream

1 cup whole milk

½ cup sugar

⅛ teaspoon salt

2 vanilla beans, split lengthwise

3 eggs

4 SERVINGS

1. Combine the cream, milk, sugar, and salt in a saucepan. Scrape the seeds from the vanilla beans with the tip of a knife and add the seeds and the pods to the cream mixture. Heat the cream mixture over medium heat just to the boiling point. Remove from the heat and remove the bean pods.

2. Whisk the eggs in a large bowl, and then whisk in the hot cream mixture in a slow stream. Pour this custard mixture back into the saucepan and cook over medium-low heat, stirring constantly, until slightly thickened and heated to 170°F on a candy thermometer (do not let the custard boil). Pour the custard through a fine-mesh sieve into a clean metal bowl and let it cool, stirring occasionally. Chill, covered, until cold, at least 3 hours. (See Note.)

3. Freeze the custard in an ice cream maker according to the manufacturer’s instructions. Transfer the ice cream to an airtight container and store in the freezer.

NOTE: To cool custard quickly after straining, set the bowl into a larger bowl of ice and cold water and stir until chilled. Custard can be chilled up to 24 hours before freezing.

Strawberry Shortcake with Biscuits

In the South, strawberry shortcake is always made with biscuits rather than sponge cake; in this and many other culinary leanings, Maryland seems to side with the South over the North. I always serve this dessert for Memorial Day, the traditional start of Maryland’s strawberry season.

½ cup sugar

2 quarts strawberries, hulled and cut in half

2 cups all-purpose flour

3 teaspoons baking powder

1 teaspoon lemon zest

¼ teaspoon salt

6 tablespoons cold butter, cut into small pieces

1 egg

½ cup half-and-half

1 pint whipping cream

6 SERVINGS

1. Sprinkle 3 tablespoons of the sugar on top of the strawberries and toss. Cover and macerate for 1 hour.

2. Preheat the oven to 425°F. Combine the flour, 3 tablespoons of the remaining sugar, the baking powder, lemon zest, and salt in a large bowl and mix well. Add the butter, cutting it in until the mixture is crumbly.

3. Whisk together the egg and the half-and-half in a small bowl until blended. Add the egg mixture to the flour mixture and stir until moist. Turn out the dough onto a floured surface and knead it three times. Roll out the dough to a ½-inch thickness and, using a biscuit cutter, cut out 6 biscuits. Bake them on an ungreased baking sheet for 10 minutes, until golden brown.

4. Combine the cream and the remaining 2 tablespoons sugar in a chilled bowl. Whip with a whisk or electric mixer until soft peaks form.

5. Split the biscuits and spoon strawberries over them. Top with whipped cream and serve warm.

[image: image]
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