THE MAN WHO BRINGS CHICAGO PECULIAR PRODUCE WHEN CHEFS WANT A TAMARILLO, THEY CALL TOM CORNILLE [SPORTS FINAL, C Edition] 
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People's whims make Tom Cornille's day.

When Mick Jagger came to Chicago last summer, the rocker with tastes for the exotic wanted a particular Japanese wild mushroom. One bewildered chef turned to Cornille, a produce wholesaler at the South Water Market, for help.

A recent visit by crooner Frank Sinatra sent a cry for fresh cherries throughout one hotel kitchen. The staff's SOS jangled Cornille's telephone.

When a national food magazine phoned with a request for Asian corn (imagine corn-on-the-cob about the size of your little finger), Cornille asked "when and how many?"

The kind of fruits and vegetables the 33-year-old produce whiz sells to chefs are the ones that get arranged on plates, not spooned on. Chefs and restaurants such as Jackie's, the Everest Room, Carlos, Lawry's, Avanzare and Ambria comprise 90 percent of his business

He works with his parents, Henry and Gertrude Cornille, in the family business, George J. Cornille and Sons Inc., 60 S. Water Market. Although they handle all types of produce from cucumbers and potatoes to dates and grapefruit, Tom specializes in the exotic ones such as pink daikon and sun- dried tangerines, bananas the color of blush, strawberry popcorn from Spain, and mushrooms that look like Ping-Pong balls covered with cream-colored angora (pom pon mushrooms from France). When the nose inhales the aroma of his green ginger, the mind is fooled by its lime perfume. What looks like super thin green onions are really Dutch leeks.

For Cornille, weird produce is more than his bread and butter. It is his passion. The excitement of discovering it, procuring it and sharing it with people who appreciate the unusual are some of the reasons why he makes two trips to the airport daily, why he can't remember his last vacation, why chefs have his home phone number and why he works ungodly hours, beginning at 1:30 a.m.

"I bet I'm the only dad who gets tucked in bed after dinner by his kids," he said.

Cornille deals directly with 25 chefs and about 40 growers and foragers around the United States.

"That way, needs are better understood than if you worked through purveyors. The personal contact is satisfying. So is the education. Sometimes, the chef, grower and I will be baffled by a new seed or a variety. We'll just experiment. The grower learns what will flourish, the chef experiments in cooking, I try to discover better ways of handling and storing it. The produce business is an ongoing education."

"Tom teaches me about produce," said chef Jackie Shen, owner of Jackie's, 2478 N. Lincoln Ave. "I know the cooking side, Tom, the produce. We work together."

Shen, who estimated that she's on the phone with Cornille at least four times a day, starting at 5:30 a.m., doesn't always agree with him. "Usually, it's a matter of personal taste, not information. Sometimes, he makes me so mad, I just tell him to go to hell. Then he laughs and I cool down."

"Tommy is a middleman between us (other chefs)," said Michael Carmel, executive chef of Lawry's The Prime Rib, 100 E. Ontario St.

"He shares information. He keeps up with what we're doing. If I have a cooking question about some vegetable, for example, and he knows that Roland (Roland Liccioni, executive chef of Carlos in Highland Park), had the same problem but solved it, he'll put me in touch with him.

"When he promises you an exclusive on something, you can count on him. He is fair. But tough. He won't sell to everyone. I have seen him cut people off, no matter how much they're willing to pay."

A small, trim man with a sturdy build, quick moves and a nervous laugh, he springs between crates and bags of onions, scooping up handfuls of herbs for his visitor to sniff. He traces the plant's name back to Latin, French and Italian, advises a cooking method and then whets your appetite with a description of his latest culinary coup with the herb.

He credits his parents with his knowledge of produce and the business. Tom is the third generation of his family in the South Water Market. Since grade school he has been hanging around the loading docks and peeking into barrels and storerooms. The business just "gets in your blood."

"Tom took to the business, the others didn't," said Henry Cornille, referring to his five children. At 76, Henry refuses to retire-"the boredom would kill me fast." The compact build of his son is mirrored by the father. Henry talks in a gruff tone. But the twinkle in his eye belies his protestation that today he is in a bad mood and his answers may be sharp.

The father, perched on a stool behind an order desk, rubs his hands in front of a space heater. To ward off temperatures in the mid-forties, his upper body is clothed in four layers plus cap and scarf. His son, at another desk, wears jeans, a shirt and V-neck sweater. He looks more ready for a day at an undergraduate library than 14 hours in a dimly-lit, drafty warehouse.

"I've been working in this business since 1926," explained the elder Cornille, who said he has never missed nine-to-five type jobs. He remembered the South Water Market when there were only 40 vendors (now there are more that 200), when pascal celery was considered exotic, the days before the media told you what you like to eat, the days when people had to learn how to cook out of economic necessity.

"Tom handles the fancy stuff. I'm the onions and potatoes guy," Henry said. "Just as long as the country stays out of a Depression, Tom's side of the business will flourish. Today's consumer can afford the exotic stuff. They have no time or desire to learn how to cook it. But they can afford to spend $100 for a restaurant dinner in order to eat it. The '80s generation is not frugal."

The family roots are in farming. When Tom's great-grandfather left his farm in Lille, France, in the late 1800s and came to Illinois to settle, he dropped the first "e" from the name which relates the family to the famous French playwright, Pierre Corneille, who wrote among many works, "Le Cid." When his grandfather settled in Chicago, the family farmed land around Lakeshore Drive and Hollywood Avenue.

"When I got out of school, I really tried to work in other areas," Tom explained. "Journalism and photography. But whatever I did was never as exciting as being here. I missed the market and the business. If you like to gamble, it beats Las Vegas."

The line between hobby and work is thin. "Cooking is my release. Most couples, when they are buying a house, want several bedrooms. My wife and I want kitchens. She's Italian. I'm French. The kitchen is crucial. It's where we have our fights.

"I love to experiment in the kitchen. If the first question chefs ask is, 'will the color blanch out?' I have to know the answer."

For one of his daughter's birthday parties (he has three children), Cornille whipped up chicken with chanterelle mushrooms and a salad of edible flowers. Burgers and fries don't captivate the attention of his children. "The weirder the stuff is, the more my kids like it."

On the weekend, business turns into a family affair. His wife and children accompany him to the market. He makes desks out of onion crates for the youngsters. His wife tackles the books. After he oversees orders and completes his telephone rounds, the family heads for lunch at Lou Mitchell's, then home.

On those rare nights when he and his wife go out, it is usually to restaurants. Though he choses not to take vacations because he doesn't want to miss out on anything at work, he does fantasize about where he would go.

"I'd visit my growers. That would take me to both coasts and Hawaii. With all the invitations I get, it would be a very, very long trip."

Though Cornille believes good produce men are born, not made, he educates himself by reading nearly everything on the topic. The following are his favorite books:

- "Uncommon Fruits and Vegetables" by Elizabeth Schneider (Harper & Row, $34.95). Schneider offers basic information on identification, storage and useage in recipes. Good illustrations. Common names as well as foreign names.

- "Salad" by Amy Nathan (Chronicle Books, $14.95). Excellent color photos and foodstyling with a glossary of terms on greens and condiments.

- Two other out-of-print books that he uses are the "Encyclopedia of Herbs, Spices and Flavorings" by Arabella Boxer and and the "French Vegetable Cookbook" by Patricia Bourne.

- - -

Following are recipes Cornille has perfected using some of the exotic produce he sells.

When sauteing escarole, arugula and radicchio, The Tribune's test kitchen staff advises cooks to keep a careful eye on the skillet. When the vegetables reach their wilting point, remove quickly from the heat. Overcooking will soften the greens and detract from their slightly crisp texture.

WARM ESCAROLE, ARUGULA AND RADICCHIO SALAD

Four servings Preparation time: 15 minutes Cooking time: 5 minutes

3 tablespoons olive oil

3 cups each: torn escarole and arugula

1 small head radicchio, torn into bite-sized pieces

1/4 pound pancetta, diced, see note

1/4 pound enoki (or straw) mushrooms

1/2 cup dried zante currants or golden raisins or dark raisins

1 teaspoon chopped fresh thyme or 1/4 teaspoon dried thyme

1 tablespoon balsamic vinegar

2 tablespoons pine nuts, toasted

Optional garnish:

Hard-cooked quail eggs or edible flowers

1. Heat 2 tablespoons olive oil to medium high in a 10-inch skillet. Add escarole, arugula and radicchio and toss lightly until slightly wilted, about 1 minute. You want leaves to be braised and root and stem to be crisp. Remove from skillet; set aside.

2. Add 1 more tablespoon olive oil to skillet, heat thoroughly. Add pancetta, toss until completely heated. Add mushrooms, currants and thyme. Toss lightly. Remove from heat. Sprinkle with vinegar.

3. Combine escarole and pancetta mixtures. Divide among four plates. Sprinkle with pine nuts. Garnish with quail eggs or flowers if desired.

Note: Pancetta is unsmoked Italian bacon available at Italian markets and some Treasure Island stores.

If you're out of prosciutto, cooked chicken can be substituted in the following dish. Stuffed pepper tomatoes Four servings Preparation time: 25 minutes Cooking time: 45 minutes

1 cup raw arborio rice

Pinch ground saffron

1 tablespoon olive oil

1/2 cup prosciutto, chopped, about 2 ounces

1/4 cup drained, chopped sun-dried tomatoes

12 jumbo unstuffed green olives, diced, about 1/2 cup

1 medium onion, peeled, cut into thin slices

1/2 teaspoon ground chili powder

Celery salt to taste

1 teaspoon each: fresh chopped sage, fresh chopped oregano

Rosemary vinegar to taste (or red wine vinegar)

4 pepper tomatoes, cored and seeded, see note

Garnish:

Flat leaf Italian parsley

Edible flowers

Red and green peppers cut into diamond shapes

1. Cook rice according to package directions except add saffron at the beginning of the cooking.

2. Heat olive oil in skillet over medium-high heat until hot. Add prosciutto and saute until thoroughly heated. Add sun-dried tomatoes, olives and onion. Season with chili powder, celery salt, sage, oregano and vinegar.

3. Mix cooked rice with prosciutto mixture. Toss lightly together.

4. Stuff pepper tomatoes with rice mixture. Place in lightly oiled glass pan. Bake at 300 degrees until thoroughly heated, about 20 minutes.

5. Garnish with parsley, edible flowers or peppers.

Note: Pepper tomatoes look like green peppers and usually are available during the summer. If you cannot find this tomato, use almost any pepper, especially cubanelle, a sweet light green pepper, but blanch first in boiling water to soften slightly.

The ingredients of this entree salad can change according to whim or whatever is in the refrigerator. For more crunch add toasted, chopped nuts.

NOODLE SALAD WITH SPROUTS

Six to eight servings Preparation time: 25 minutes Cooking time: 15 minutes

1 pound raw vermicelli-type noodles or spinach egg noodles

2 tablespoons oil

1 pound carrots, peeled, sliced thin on diagonal

1 pound fresh snow peas (pea pods), stringed, cut into 1/4-inch diagonal slices

1 pound shiitake mushrooms, diced

2 cans (8 ounces each) water chestnuts, sliced

2 fresh long red hot peppers or jalapeno peppers, seeded, julienned

2 tablespoons oyster sauce

1/2 to 3/4 cup soy sauce, to taste

1/2 cup each: azuki sprouts, mung bean sprouts, radish sprouts, see note

1/2 cup toasted sesame seeds

Garnish:

Lotus root slices

Edible flowers

1. Cook noodles according to package directions. Drain, set aside.

2. Heat wok until hot. Add oil and heat until hot. Add carrots; stir-fry until crisp-tender, about 5 minutes. Add snow peas, mushrooms, water chestnuts and hot peppers. Stir-fry 2 minutes.

3. Add drained noodles. Season with oyster and soy sauce. Sprinkle with sprouts and sesame seeds and garnish with sliced lotus root and edible flowers.

GLOSSARY OF EXOTIC INGREDIENTS

What Tom Cornille considers standard issue, we call exotic. Here is a sampling of produce he deals with daily in the South Water Market.

Baby squash: yellow or green acorn squash with soft edible skin. Sweet taste; prepare steamed or stuffed and baked. Baby zucchini come with flowers attached.

Black chanterelles (also called trumpet of death): deep gray to black, paper-thin mushroom. Fragile, very versatile wild mushroom with a unique flavor that falls between woody and earthy; used in sauces, marinades.

Black currants: jet-black fruit with purple blush. Tart taste, used in sauces. Cassis, a liqueur, is made from black currants.

Borage flowers: star-shaped, cucumberlike flowers usually blue with black center. Used as garnish in salads or floated as garnish in Pimms Cup, a popular British drink.

Cipolle onions: a mild-flavored golden onion with a round, slightly flat shape. Served stuffed and baked.

Chioggia beets: red and white striped vegetable named after a region in Italy. Very sweet taste; eaten raw or steamed.

Delicata squash: green and white-skinned squash with nutty flavor and oblong shape. Served baked.

Fiddlehead ferns: a dark green vegetable similiar in looks to asparagus but in a spiral shape. Steamed and chilled, it is used in salads or as a garnish.

Flowering kale: a real showstopper; the chic caterer's dream. Subtle hues and fluffy forms are ideal for filling out table displays and formal cornucopias, holding a container of dip, or standing in for a fruit bowl.

French sea beans: has a long twisted shape, earthy flavor and crunchy texture; also called pouss pied. Served steamed or as a garnish for fish.

Fuschia: also called fancy ladies. Edible flowers used in salads or scattered in soups.

Golden beefsteak tomato: like a beefsteak tomato but bred to be golden. Used like a regular tomato.

Golden chanterelles: wild mushroom with a narrow stem ranges in color from yellow to orange to golden.

Golden Swiss chard: a spinachlike leaf that ranges in color from bright yellow to gold. Steamed or braised, used as vegetable, often stuffed and rolled into logs.

Gooseberries: celery-green summer berry. Taut-skinned, tendril-tipped and exceptionally beautiful, they are versatile, suiting every part of the meal, but extreme sourness needs careful balancing. Used in chilled or hot soups, poached in simply syrup or served with fowl.

Hedgehog mushrooms: beige to tan wild mushroom, short narrow stem, wide flat cap, buttery flavor. Used for texture and some flavor in most any cooking method.

Horn of the bull pepper (corne di toro): red, yellow or marbled peppers; long, thin and curved to a point. Sweet taste; eaten roasted or stuffed.

Japanese stuffing tomatoes: red or yellow vegetable shaped similar to a bell pepper. Taste similar to a traditional tomato; served stuffed and baked.

Kiwano: fruit with inedible spiked golden exterior and green interior full of edible seeds. Taste is similar to a cucumber. Served raw or used to flavor sorbets, sherbets and mousses.

Le Mans beans (also called dragon's tongue bean): are yellow, long with diagonal purple stripes and very flat with no seed development. Eaten braised or marinated in salads.

Lemon grass: has a floral aroma like lime peel and fresh-cut hay. Tufts of long grasslike leaves are found in Thai, Vietnamese and Laotian markets. Used in cavity of steamed fish for subtle flavor, in soups or in poaching liquids.

Lemon verbena: an herb with green, glossy leaves with a lemon flavor. Used in flavoring sorbets.

Lolla rossa lettuce: A leafy green lettuce with red curly edges. Used in salads or as garnish, especially in Italian cuisine.

Ogo: a sea vegetable from the Pacific Ocean; similar in looks to feather coral, grows in small clusters; ranges from purple, brown and deep green to yellow.

Pink daikon: an elongated radish with zesty flavor; ranges from light to deep pink. Braised, julienned or ringed. An ingredient in stir-frys.

Pom pon blanc mushrooms: cream-colored with a round shape and fibrous texture. Buttery flavor; can be breaded and sauteed.

Purple French bean (haricots rouge): similar in shape to the American snap bean; very sweet and juicy. Used in salads and marinated. When it is introduce to heat, the color bleaches to green.

Rosemary: evergreen shrub of the mint family with strong piney flavor. Considered by some to be ideal herb for roasts and barbecued meat. Italians use it liberally with roast lamb and suckling pig. Discretion, however, is the usual rule.

Tamarillo: oval-shaped fruit with elongated green stem and deep red color; has a tart flavor. Used as a condiment in relish, salsa or chutney.

White miniature asparagus: ivory-colored vegetable spears, so tender they require no peeling. Served cooked as a vegetable with spears bundled with chives or pimiento.

Yellow eggplant: petite as a plum and egg-shaped, these are firmer skinned, less moist, creamier and less bitter than the purple eggplant but are used for the same purposes.

CAPTION:

GRAPHIC: Key to exotic produce on page 1.

1. Lemon grass

2. Yellow eggplant

3. Tamarillo

4. Fushia

5. Gooseberry

6. Rosemary

7. Golden beefsteak tomato

8. Chioggia beets

9. Flowering kale

10. Kiwano

PHOTO: (color) Exotic produce is Tom Cornille's passion; a guide to the South Water Market wholesaler's fruits and vegetables is on page 10. Travertine marble crates and bowl courtesy of Cose Inc.; foodstyling by JeanMarie Brownson.

PHOTO: (color) "I love to experiment in the kitchen," says Tom Cornille. "If the first question chefs ask is, 'will the color blanch out?' I have to know."

PHOTO: Exotic produce is featured on several restaurant menus in Chicago.

PHOTO: Pom pon mushroom.

PHOTO: Ogo, fresh Pacific seaweed.

PHOTO: Tamarillos.

PHOTO: Haricots rouge (purple French beans).

PHOTO: Black chanterelles or black trumpets.

PHOTO: Hedgehog mushrooms.

PHOTO: Red oak leaf lettuce. Tribune photos by Bill Hogan.

PHOTO: Tom Cornille says of the produce business, "If you like to gamble, it beats Las Vegas." Tribune photo by Charles Osgood.
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He works with his parents, Henry and Gertrude Cornille, in the family business, George J. Cornille and Sons Inc., 60 S. Water Market. Although they handle all types of produce from cucumbers and potatoes to dates and grapefruit, Tom specializes in the exotic ones such as pink daikon and sun- dried tangerines, bananas the color of blush, strawberry popcorn from Spain, and mushrooms that look like Ping-Pong balls covered with cream-colored angora (pom pon mushrooms from France). When the nose inhales the aroma of his green ginger, the mind is fooled by its lime perfume. What looks like super thin green onions are really Dutch leeks.
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