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RECIPE.

"It came from nowhere, and it was as foreign to us as the word. Now chefs can't buy enough of it for salads or to saute and use as a bed for fish." The speaker is Tom Cornille, purveyor of fruits and vegetables to the city's most ambitious chefs. The subject is mizuna, one of the loosely defined but increasingly significant family of leaves, flowers, stalks and roots known as "Asian greens."

For Lee Jones, whose family-owned Chef's Garden near Cleveland supplies produce to restaurants across the nation, "this is a very exciting time in the culinary industry. American chefs have open minds, they are traveling and eating outside their own regions and are thinking beyond the norm when they create dishes and menus. And consumers are very open to what they are doing."

Young and tender greens often are eaten raw. As they grow older, larger and tougher, they are often better cooked--usually by steaming or stir-frying. Try these in your summer recipes:

Amaranth: This is also called Chinese spinach; can be cooked briefly over high heat, stir-fried, or slowly in liquid.

Choy family: These leaves, stems and blossoms of bok choy, or Chinese white cabbage, can be eaten after braising, boiling or stir- frying. Also includes crisp, mild purple pak choy; Shanghai bok choy, small and pale green with a hint of mustard; and tatsoi, Chinese flat cabbage, with paddle-shaped leaves and a buttery taste.

Garlic root: Has the unmistakable aroma of garlic; usually deep- fried very briefly and used as garnish.

Lemongrass: Intense flavor; may be minced or cooked whole in a braised dish and discarded.

Mizuna: Mild-flavored leaves are popular raw in salads when young or sauteed when older.

Mustard greens: The red type provides an explosive touch of heat to salads and cooked dishes; Savannah mustard is tamer.

Tokyo bekana: The leaves are light green, lettuce-like with a mild, minty aftertaste.

Yukina savoy: Surprisingly thick, glossy green leaves have a taste mildly reminiscent of cauliflower.

Chefs may be buying these greens for their novelty, beauty and flavor, but the customers who consume them are receiving an additional reward. Asian greens are "cruciferous" plants, and crucifers are nature's SWAT team. They are low in calories, high in fiber and well endowed with vitamins A and C, calcium, folic acid, beta-carotene plus those invaluable trace minerals.

A dusting of micro radish sprouts won't make much difference, but once you catch up with the Chinese, who consume on average a half- pound of crucifers daily, good things should follow.

BITTER GREENS WITH FIERY SEARED SQUID

Four to six servings

For the dressing:

1/4 cup sesame oil

1/3 cup fresh lime juice

1/4 cup Asian fish sauce or olive oil

1 teaspoon minced garlic

1 tablespoon minced fresh ginger

1 tablespoon minced fresh chile pepper of choice

2 tablespoons sugar

For the salad:

1 pound cleaned squid, bodies cut into thin circles

Salt and freshly ground white or black pepper

3 tablespoons olive oil

1 tablespoon minced fresh chile pepper of choice

10 ounces mixed bitter greens such as mizuna, komatsu, tatsoi, baby mustard greens, watercress, trimmed, washed and dried

1 small carrot, peeled and cut into very thin strips

1 red bell pepper, peeled and cut into very thin strips

1/2 cup bean sprouts, optional

1/2 cup unsalted peanuts, toasted and roughly chopped

1. In a small bowl, combine all the dressing ingredients and whisk together well. Set aside.

2. Sprinkle the squid with salt and pepper. In a large saute pan, heat the olive oil over high heat until the oil just begins to smoke. Add the squid, stir like crazy for 90 seconds, add the chile. Stir for an additional 10 seconds, then remove from the heat.

3. In a large bowl, combine the squid with the greens, carrot, bell pepper and sprouts. Stir the dressing well, add just enough to moisten the ingredients (there will be some dressing left over) and toss to coat. Sprinkle the salad with the peanuts and serve at once.

--From "Lettuce in Your Kitchen" by Chris Schlesinger and John Willoughby (William Morrow)

[Illustration] 

PHOTO; Caption: PHOTO (color): READING THE LEAVES. A bounty of chic greens (clockwise from top): micro lemongrass, broccoli rabe, Tokyo bekana, garlic root wrapped with a strand of micro lemongrass, yukina savoy greens and bok choy. Tribune photo by Bill Hogan. 
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 Abstract (Document Summary) 

Choy family: These leaves, stems and blossoms of bok choy, or Chinese white cabbage, can be eaten after braising, boiling or stir- frying. Also includes crisp, mild purple pak choy; Shanghai bok choy, small and pale green with a hint of mustard; and tatsoi, Chinese flat cabbage, with paddle-shaped leaves and a buttery taste.
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