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CALIFORNIA FESTIVAL'S COOKBOOK STALKS SOME WILD

ASPARAGUS RECIPES: [THIRD EDITION]

Chang, T Susan. Boston Globe [Boston, Mass] 21 May 2003: E.2.

Book Review "The Asparagus Festival Cookbook" By Jan Moore, Barbara Hafley, Glenda

Hushaw, and Jacqueline Zupo Celestial Arts Publishing, $5.95

Beneath their blanket of crumbly, limed earth, tender green shoots are poised to break free:

asparagus season is about to begin in New England.

The season lasts for about a month, and "The Asparagus Festival Cookbook," a pocket-size

volume first issued in 1997, may be essential. It is published by organizers of the Asparagus

Festival, which is held every April in Stockton, Calif., and draws about 100,000 people each year

about a fortnight before the New England asparagus season begins.

Stockton now calls itself the "Asparagus Capital of the World," but that title once belonged to

the Massachusetts town of Hadley. Famous for the sweetness and tenderness of its

asparagus, Hadley dominated the trade for much of the late 19th and early 20th centuries, until

the plants fell victim to fusarium rot.

Still, Bay State residents quietly cherish their "Hadley Grass," flocking to roadside stands in May

and throwing asparagus suppers at Congregational churches.

Felicia Sanchez of the Center Street Cafe in Jamaica Plain makes a point of showcasing local

vegetables in season; for three years she has had what she calls an "asparagus festival" in May.

"I really love fresh asparagus," she says. "I'll never forget the first time I tasted it fresh-picked.

I kept jumping up to the stove to make more!"

She uses asparagus from Concord, as well as a new crop just coming to maturity in the garden

of her husband, Michael Kirkpatrick. Sanchez features a "New England spring soup" of

asparagus, sorrel, and leeks with farmhouse cheese from Orb Weaver farm in New Haven, Vt.

She also tosses asparagus in pasta, and serves it alongside fish in a sesame, soy, and garlic

sauce.

Per capita consumption of fresh asparagus in the United States hovers around a scant 1 pound

a year. According to the cookbook, that's just seven "colossal size" stalks, or some 30 or 40

small ones. Most of these are probably smothered in some kind of cream sauce and served

next to a slab of red meat - not that there's anything wrong with that.



But for those who long to escape the Hollandaise-and-butter treadmill, "The Asparagus Festival

Cookbook" goes where most people who cook asaparagus have yet to tread: asparagus

seafood almond spread, asparagus tacos, asparagus margaritas.

There are a few treasures among the unusual recipes - asparagus and citrus salad is one fine

example. Sharp shallots macerated in two types of vinegar complement the punch of blood

oranges and the mellowness of walnuts; the asparagus is as welcome for its bright color and

texture as for its mild, sweet flavor.

"Asparadillas" - ham, red and yellow peppers, and asparagus rolled up in a flour tortilla - are

dominated by a heavy dose of mustard and mayonnaise, and when cut into colorful "spiral"

cross- sections look as if they wandered out of a '60s poolside party.

"Light and fresh asparagus soup" is as good as its name implies, tart with lemon and bright

with mint. Though the recipe suggests it could be served at any temperature, it seems most

appealing as a cool soup for the (hopefully) warm days of late spring.

An asparagus and rice casserole, flecked with diced red pepper and onions, brings out the

sweet nuttiness of the asparagus, though 40 minutes in a hot oven does nothing for its color.

Too strange not to try was "Asparagus poppy seed loaf," which turned out to be an entirely

serviceable variation on another vegetable quickbread, the zucchini loaf. The finely minced

asparagus helps to keep the texture loose, and may contribute some moisture (though half a

pint of sour cream should probably have the credit).

"The Asparagus Festival Cookbook" is the work of many hands, not all of them subtle. But

after months of celeriac and parsnips, who can be blamed for going a little wild?

SIDEBAR1: LIGHT AND FRESH ASPARAGUS SOUP Serves 8.

6 cups chicken broth

2 cups scallions, sliced

diagonally (reserve 1/2 cup green tops)

1 1/2 pounds asparagus stems sliced into 1/4-inch rounds

(reserve tips)

1 cup cold water

3 tablespoons lemon juice

1/3 cup light cream or sour cream

1 1/2 teaspoon finely chopped fresh mint

Pinch of cayenne pepper

1. In a medium to large saucepan, bring chicken broth to a boil over high heat. Add 1 1/2 cup



scallions and cook for 10 minutes.

2. Add the sliced asparagus stems, but not the tips. Allow the broth to return to a boil, and

simmer for 5 minutes. Remove from heat.

3. In a small sauce pan, bring 1 cup water to a boil. Add the asparagus tips and cook for 3

minutes or until bright green; drain and refresh in cold water. Slice tips thinly, and set aside.

4. In a blender or food processor, puree the chicken broth mixture in small batches. Return to

the saucepan and reheat.

5. Add the lemon juice, cream, mint, pepper, asparagus tips, and remaining 1/2 cup scallions

tops. Lower the heat and stir, being careful not to allow the soup to boil. Serve hot or cold.

Adapted from "The Asparagus Festival Cookbook"

PAN-FRIED ASPARAGUS WITH NEW-SEASON MORELS Serves 4 as a side

dish.

1 pound asparagus

1/2 pound fresh morel mushrooms

1/4 cup virgin olive oil

2 tablespoons unsalted butter

3 garlic cloves, crushed

1 tablespoon chopped fresh parsley

1 tablespoon balsamic vinegar

Salt and coarsely ground black pepper

1. Trim the asparagus by snapping off the woody base. Clean the morels by rinsing in cold

water; trim off the stem.

2. In a large pot of boiling, salted water, blanch the asparagus for one minute; drain well and

refresh in cold water.

3. In a large pan, heat 1 tablespoon of olive oil with half of the butter. Add the asparagus and

saute about 3 or 4 minutes, or until lightly golden. Remove the asparagus from the pan and

keep them warm.

4. In the same pan, heat the remaining oil and butter. Add the morels and saute for 2 to 3

minutes, then add the garlic and saute briefly.

5. Stir in the parsley and balsamic vinegar. Season with salt and pepper, then pour the morels

over the asparagus and serve immediately.



Adapted from "A Passion for Vegetables," by Paul Gayler
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