Diners' spring fling: Fiddlehead ferns and other fancy veggies [Chicago Final Edition] 


INCLUDEPICTURE  \d "/art/null.gif"


INCLUDEPICTURE  \d "/art/null.gif"
Chicago Tribune - Chicago, Ill. Author: Emily Nunn, Tribune staff reporter Date: Apr 25, 2003 Start Page: 1 Section: Friday Document Types: Feature Text Word Count: 991 


INCLUDEPICTURE  \d "/art/null.gif"


INCLUDEPICTURE  \d "/art/null.gif"


INCLUDEPICTURE  \d "/art/null.gif"
Document Text 


INCLUDEPICTURE  \d "/art/null.gif"


INCLUDEPICTURE  \d "/art/null.gif"


INCLUDEPICTURE  \d "/art/null.gif"
(Copyright 2003 by the Chicago Tribune) 

It's a cliche to say that in the springtime a young man's fancy turns to love, and it's also usually a lie. As winter gives way to spring, most young men are thinking about baseball.

But if the man in question is a chef, he is also probably spending a lot of time, along with his female colleagues, fantasizing about the arrival of the season's young vegetables.

Maybe only a person passionate about, say, slender French breakfast radishes could understand how their appearance on menus can be just as thrilling as the prospect of a home run.

Take the morel mushroom. Its looks alone, with a strangely brainlike crenulated cap, are so exotic that it seems more suited to the Martian climate than to this planet's forest floor. Same goes for the spikey artichoke, which is actually the flowering portion of a thistle plant; the spiral-topped fiddlehead fern, which resembles a tiny roll-out party horn; the asparagus, whose edible spear can grow green or stark white (when guarded from the sun); the Dr. Seussean wild ramp, which would look at home at the bottom of the sea; and the homely, misshapen fava bean.

Rather than their features, it is their flavors, heightened by the briefness of their availability in peak form, that makes these vernal vegetables so desirable to their admirers--who, not that long ago, would have been considered willfully exotic.

Today, though, with the proliferation of green market-driven cuisine, chefs are finding average diners more adventurous--willing and even eager to try a side of stinging nettles in place of sauteed spinach.

Tom Cornille, a leading local wholesaler of specialty produce, who has indeed sold stinging nettles for consumption, says that in the old days, springtime's popular seller was the venerable asparagus; on the more exotic end, tiny baby vegetables (zucchini or pattypan squash) and edible blossoms were about as "out there" as it got.

Now when spring rolls around, Chicago chefs clamor first for morels from Michigan, which they tend either to braise, incorporate into ragus and stews, or roast then stuff with a filling such as chevre; Vidalia onions, the lily bulb from Georgia that is so sweet it can be eaten raw; and, as before, artichokes, both big and baby ones, "because of the plethora of Italian restaurants," Cornille says.

Chefs will ask Cornille to let them know when he has wild ramps and fiddleheads (which are foraged rather than cultivated), and he has been seeing more demand for spring garlic, which is still green when picked and makes a delicious soup. Unusual greens, such as oriental tat soi (a member of the mustard family), miner's lettuce (purslane), baby lettuces and herbs, wild watercress, red dandelions, and rainbow chard (which may range in color from pink to gold to orange to crimson) are also increasing in popularity.

Jennifer Newbury, the chef and owner at Fortunato, which serves the kind of traditional, seasonal Italian cuisine that focuses on the ingredients, is thrilled that Chicagoans are becoming more and more sophisticated about experimenting with the market basket. "It keeps our lives interesting," she says.

She and her cooks will be using tiny Italian puntarelle, a bitter chicory that is the basis for a traditional Roman salad with an anchovy-based dressing. "But we also want to do a new salad with tiny peas, endive and mint, dressed simply in olive oil, salt and pepper," she adds.

When it comes to baby favas, Newbury agrees with Tom Cornille, who says that the earliest tiny beans are "to die for, so tender that they're almost like a butter bean." She's looking forward to making a salad that mixes them with "really thin asparagus, pecorino, olive oil and traditional combinations of mint and basil or mint and oregano."

Last year she fiddled with fiddleheads and ramps. "I did a light pasta with them, with olive oil and mushroom stock, and it was popular but it wasn't traditional, so I took it off the menu." This year, she's combining ramps with softshell crabs, in an aromatic crab broth seasoned with smoked paprika and tomato.

If you bring up spring vegetables at North Pond, chef Bruce Sherman, whose focus is also on seasonal ingredients, will begin waxing poetic on the unusual varieties of spring radishes-- including the Bleeding Heart, which is tennis-ball sized, white on the outside and fuchsia in the middle; and the Spanish Black, which he tends to serve sauteed or glazed. ("Radishes are not necessarily unusual, but they're coming out of hiding," notes Cornille.)

Sherman says that when it comes to spring vegetables, "there's not much I don't like," but he tends to ease his diners into enjoying the more unusual ones. "Things like fiddleheads and ramps and favas are the kinds of ingredients that some people are nuts about and others hate. So I put them in a supporting role."

Otherwise, he'll saute baby artichokes with olive oil, garlic and tomatoes, or puree them and serve them as a side dish like mashed potatoes, or shave them and quickly sear them. He also likes tender spring lettuces, cresses and baby dandelion greens. One highlight from his spring menu: a morel mushroom tart with white and green asparagus; the honeycomb texture of the morels holds the custard, which is made from the cream in which the mushrooms have been cooked. "It's about taking the vegetables and highlighting them," he says.

Like Newbury, Sherman always anticipates the spring bounty, but then again, he says: "I look forward to every season because of the way I cook. It's like being in Chicago and looking forward to the first snowfall. When if finally comes, we're all very excited. Transfer that to baby leeks and carrots. After you finally get them, you start waiting for the first tomatoes."

	[Illustration]

	PHOTOS 3; Caption: PHOTOS (color): Chef Bruce Sherman of North Pond celebrates spring vegetables with a white asparagus and morel mushroom tart. Tribune photos by Bonnie Trafelet.
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If you bring up spring vegetables at North Pond, chef Bruce Sherman, whose focus is also on seasonal ingredients, will begin waxing poetic on the unusual varieties of spring radishes-- including the Bleeding Heart, which is tennis-ball sized, white on the outside and fuchsia in the middle; and the Spanish Black, which he tends to serve sauteed or glazed. ("Radishes are not necessarily unusual, but they're coming out of hiding," notes [Tom Cornille].)
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