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FOREWORD
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Chris Fischer is a cook who farms, a grower who is a talented chef—a brilliant combination. His wonderful recipes celebrate ingredients without getting preachy or precious, in this personal journal of a year cooking on the island he calls home.


We met when construction on The Spotted Pig dragged and I lent a hand in the Babbo kitchen. Chris was working the pasta station then and I noticed his hustle. I got to know him when The Spotted Pig opened. We were always packed—with locals, chefs, celebrities, and anyone else who could squeeze in. Chris would come after work with Mario Batali. They’d head upstairs, crank the radio, and set to shaking off a busy shift with plates of gnudi and lots to drink. Soon Chris would be grabbing chairs and ordering another round for the growing party. Chris is generous with what he holds dear and happiest exchanging stories with friends at a full table.


After his mother died Chris went home to farm with his grandfather. We kept in touch through the lovely vegetables he began delivering. He’d arrive with dirt from the fields on his knees and boxes of the best from the farm and woods. He became a farmer but never stopped cooking. Chris applied to the Rome Sustainable Food Project, Alice Waters’s program that brings talented Americans to Europe to cook for scholars at the American Academy. Chris spent part of the winter in a city where reverence for food is a birthright. It was pivotal for him. So was what he did next. He went to London and worked mornings at St. John Bread and Wine and evenings at The River Café. Both do unpretentious food but move ordinary to extraordinary through attention to details. I also cooked at The River Café, so I know Chris was surrounded by kindred souls, working to celebrate the finest ingredients. He was inspired and brought that inspiration home, where he has figured out a way to put it all together. I am so glad he has taken time to share.


April Bloomfield















INTRODUCTION
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My grandparents moved to Chilmark in the 1950s. They didn’t travel far, but they entered a different world—at least that’s how it seemed to my grandfather, whose family had lived on Martha’s Vineyard for more than 250 years. But Chilmark was where they wanted to settle, start a family, and buy a farm. So Albert and Regina left the bustle of down-island life and headed up-island to wild, windy pastures and wooded hillsides, where the electric lines were newly strung and most roads weren’t paved.


This island is not big, about eighty-eight square miles in total. But it contains many worlds, some that overlap and some that never touch. Chilmark is a rural town in the southwest crook of the island, bounded by Aquinnah at the western tip, Menemsha and Vineyard Sound on the north, and the Atlantic Ocean to the south. My grandfather bought a five-acre parcel at the juncture of Middle Road, South Road, and Menemsha Crossroad—Beetlebung Corner. Like the intersection, his farm was named for the resilient native hardwood tree (known elsewhere as black gum).


The advance, then retreat, of the last ice age created Martha’s Vineyard, carved its terrain, and defined its land. The subsequent rise of sea levels separated us from the mainland. Today, particularly up-island, rocks are scattered everywhere. Giant boulders hide in the woods, cluster along the shore, and disappear into the water—all reminders of the enormous climatic and geologic upheaval. Settlers used the mid-sized rocks to build fences to contain the sheep they raised in numbers so large that the forests disappeared for a time. My grandfather, like his forefathers, had to clear tons of stone before he could plant his crops. He hauled some, then blasted the rest with dynamite.


By the time I was a kid, the island’s sheep were mostly gone and the woods had grown back around the crumbling hand-piled walls. I grew up in Chilmark—I left and then I came back. I returned after my mother died because I needed to be here and because I wanted to learn how to farm from my grandfather. I had become a cook while I was away; I worked in restaurants in big cities on both coasts of this country and in Europe. So I farmed days and made money nights as a private chef. I found it surprisingly easy to leave the field and have a meal prepared by sundown, because the ingredients here are so fine they are best almost left alone. I realized then what I had always instinctively known, that the food we grow, the fish we catch, the animals we hunt, and those we raise on grasses and flowers salted by the sea breeze are special because of this place.


That’s why I started hosting dinners on Beetlebung Farm. We served what we grew and what our friends caught and raised. The fare was simple, the evenings were informal, no two meals were the same and it was lots of work, but each dinner was a magical occasion.


Then I was offered the job as chef of the Beach Plum Inn & Restaurant in 2013. I accepted, eager for the chance to expand the circle. I began by ripping a hole in the wall between the small kitchen and the old dining room so the kitchen team could see people eating their food and the diners could see us cooking, carefully and with full attention. I continued to manage the farm and used my work there to inspire the menus I wrote every day. We harvested then cooked simply, letting the ingredients shine.


I grew up eating this way. Our meals were planned after a visit to the garden or when my dad got back from fishing. Of course we also made sure to feed the freezer for the cold months—a necessity here. We were not inclined to spend hard-earned money on imported out-of-season vegetables. Frozen peas and canned tomatoes, our own or store-bought, were just fine until the warm weather returned. I still eat this way, enjoying what is best from the farm when I can but happy to open a can, package, or jar when I need to.


I’ve now been back almost ten years and still marvel at all that this island has to offer. This book celebrates all we have. It is a journal of the past year, the story of the seasons told as I experienced them through seventeen meals I cooked beginning in the warm days after the island emptied and ending a year later when the garden was once again full.


The menus are a collection of recipes that I cooked and ate. Look to them for inspiration but don’t feel bound. These are all dishes I will make again and again, likely giving each a tweak every time I do—to suit the season, yes, but also because that is part of the fun.


CF


Martha’s Vineyard, 2014
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POPPY’S FARM


My grandfather was ninety-six years old when he died. He tripped, a bucket of fertilizer in one hand and a shovel in the other, leaving him no way to break his fall. I saw the ambulance as I pulled into the farm with gas for the rototiller. At the hospital his surgeon told us, “Trying to repair Ozzie’s hip is like trying to put a screw into quicksand.” But we kept our hopes up anyway, until he fell again attempting to get back to the farm.


Poppy, that’s what we all called him, passed away three weeks before the Agricultural Fair. He died at home with Gaga (my grandmother, Rena) and their four children by his side. We picked the flowers and vegetables he’d planned to enter then drove it all to the new Ag Hall and submitted everything in his name. He’d always won ribbons; they hung on his walls and filled drawers; he liked to use them as bookmarks. That August, Poppy’s farm, Beetlebung, won again, taking top honors for his proud shallots, plump blackberries, and vibrant dahlias.


Beetlebung Farm lies between Middle Road and South Road at Beetlebung Corner in Chilmark. It is nestled on flat land at the foot of pastured hills dominated by the Keith Farm. A small pond sits centered on the groomed acres framed by stone walls dressed in generations of lichen. Those fields and meadows, now in conservation, will remain as they are, which Poppy liked to remind me was not at all how they started when he began working for Mr. Keith in the forties. Poppy cleared then cared for those pastures, supervised the digging of the pond, and reconstructed the crumbling walls built a century before to hold sheep—when they outnumbered people on the island.


It took him many seasons to get rid of the large oaks, then the brush, and finally the stones, until the grass could grow again. He never had the tools he needed; his tractor didn’t have a bucket for years, and when he finally upgraded, he got a machine with lights, which meant he could work at night. And he did, night after night, until he drove into a tree, smashing the machine’s headlights. After that he determined it was best to once again take the evenings off.


He earned enough working for the Keith family to buy Beetlebung Farm from Robert Vincent in 1961. Although he had entered adulthood with a degree in agriculture, then spent half a lifetime farming, it wasn’t until Poppy was forty-six that he finally had land of his own on the island where his family had lived since 1670. He continued working for the Keiths, and on other properties around Chilmark, as he raised his family. He spent as much time as he could with his kids, and in his “spare time” he planted and tended his five-acre plot. Poppy put in the vegetable garden just outside his back door and sowed fields of wildflowers. His daughter Marie helped him plant and tend greens and vegetables in the larger fields.


Poppy’s garden was always planted densely, first with peas, onions, and shallots, as soon as the ground could be worked. Then came beets, carrots, lettuce, and potatoes. As the days grew longer and the crowds began to arrive, he would plant his beans, tomatoes, green peppers, and eggplant, the rows in the garden supplementing those in the field. He got his tomato cages ready early, all neatly lined up like soldiers, months before the plants would go into the ground. Then began the countdown of days until his vines boasted ripe beauties. Anticipation, he often said, was his favorite part of farming.


[image: image]


For his eightieth birthday Poppy got a new tractor. Gaga drove it down the driveway, presenting her husband with the well-planned surprise, a small orange Kubota with an automatic transmission. It was the perfect tractor for him. But the shiny new machine didn’t replace his old wheel hoe for smaller jobs. Before the weeds could take hold in his aisles, he’d scratch away at the soil, gripping bicycle handlebars attached to a large wheel, metal prongs hanging off the back like the talons of a red-tailed hawk.


He always spoke to his plants, sometimes gently and sometimes not. Over the course of his life as a farmer, many decades cultivating different patches of earth, Poppy created a language and he used it to tell his plants his hopes and expectations, always confident of their response. He famously yelled at a rose bush one summer for not flowering, bringing to mind an agrarian Billy Martin (although he lived in Red Sox country, Poppy always kept the radio tuned to Yankees games). He threatened to cut down the “damn thing” if it didn’t start blossoming. After that Poppy boasted, “It bloomed every year.” It still does.


Poppy worked Beetlebung Farm for over fifty summers; the topsoil deepened and enriched each one of those years. He and Gaga always woke early and had breakfast as he scanned the sports pages of the Globe and she watched the news with the volume off. When their coffee cups were empty, he’d lace up his boots and, rain or shine, head out to the garden. He moved slower as his aches and pains grew, and grudgingly carried a walking stick when his balance betrayed him, but out he’d go, long-brimmed cap on his head, diligently off to work.


Gaga loves asparagus. She likes it best cooked in butter and served on toast. I helped Poppy plant a new row alongside his established crop the year before he died. I dug straight enough to satisfy him, using a long string tied to rebar on each end, pulled taut to keep it true. He supervised from his lawn chair. After we planted, Poppy confessed that he’d let the asparagus plants know he wasn’t sure how much longer he’d be around. He’d spoken up, he said, so they’d get to work. The plants answered. The next spring we harvested especially stout and delicious asparagus. We ate them together, mostly on toast.





Sausage in Grape Leaves with Oysters on the Half Shell
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Makes about 20




We make sausage on the farm with our own Berkshire pork, which contains a healthy amount of fat; even so, we add a little extra. Once you get the mix made and seasoned, cook up a bit of it, taste it, and adjust the seasoning as necessary. Wrapping the sausage in grape leaves keeps the meat moist. I use wild leaves, but store-bought brined leaves work just as well.







About 2 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil


1¼  heaping teaspoons fennel seeds (freshly gathered are best!)


1 small clove garlic, chopped


Generous pinch crushed red pepper


1 pound ground pork


¼ pound fresh or cured pork fat, chilled and cut into small dice


Kosher salt


Freshly ground black pepper


About 20 fresh grape leaves (or thoroughly rinsed brined leaves), plus a few extra just in case


1  lemon, cut into eighths


12  oysters in the shell, preferably from nearby, shucked









Heat a little oil in a skillet over medium heat. Add the fennel seeds, garlic, and red pepper and toast until fragrant and the garlic begins to color, about 2 minutes. Spoon the fennel-seed mixture onto a cutting board and roughly chop.







Put the ground pork and fat in a bowl. Season with salt and pepper and add the chopped fennel-seed mixture. Mix well, then cover the bowl and refrigerate for at least an hour.







Bring a pot of lightly salted water to a boil over high heat. Blanch the grape leaves until they wilt, about 30 seconds, then drain and refresh in ice water. Drain the leaves again, gently squeezing out any excess water, and reserve. (Blanching is not necessary if you are using brined leaves—just rinse them well.)







Roll the sausage in the blanched leaves: put a spoonful of sausage mix in the center, fold, then roll the leaf around the meat. The leaf-wrapped sausage can be cooked immediately, refrigerated for up to a day, or even frozen.







To cook, heat a skim of oil in a heavy-bottomed skillet (large enough to hold the leaves in a single layer) over medium heat. Put the stuffed leaves in the pan and cook gently, lowering the heat if necessary to keep things cooking but not sputtering. Turn the stuffed leaves every 2 to 3 minutes or so and cook until the sausage inside is firm and cooked through, about 10 minutes. Cover the pan and let the leaves rest in the pan juices for about 3 minutes. Serve immediately (or let cool, then reheat in a dry skillet or over the grill) with lemon wedges and chased with freshly shucked oysters.
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Griddled Squid
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Serves 4




Squid tend to make their way in numbers through Edgartown and Menemsha harbors in the spring and fall, with striped bass in hot pursuit. During the day the squid lie low, but at night they swim toward the water’s surface, attracted by moonlight, starlight, and harbor lights, and there lies the secret. A flashlight, a bucket, and a simple squid jig are all you need for an easy night of fishing.







4  squid, about 1½ pounds, cleaned (see Note)


About 3 tablespoons neutral oil, such as canola


Kosher salt


About ½ cup loosely packed parsley leaves


2 tablespoons finely chopped chives


½ teaspoon minced lemon zest


½ teaspoon minced garlic


Juice of 1 lemon


About ½ cup Romesco Sauce (here)









Rinse the squid bodies, then slice them open and lay them flat. If you are using larger squid, score the bodies, making crosshatch incisions that cut almost, but not quite, through the flesh. Toss both the tentacles and bodies with a little oil and then season them generously with salt.







Heat a griddle or cast-iron pan over high heat. When the griddle or pan is very hot, brush the surface with oil. It will begin to smoke. Add the squid (in batches if necessary), laying the bodies and tentacles in a single layer. Flatten the bodies by weighting them (you can use the bottom of a skillet or a flat lid). Cook the squid until it begins to firm, about 10 seconds, then flip both the bodies and tentacles and cook until they are opaque and tender, about 10 seconds more. Transfer the squid to a bowl.







Toss the squid with the parsley, chives, lemon zest, and garlic, then season again with salt if necessary and finish with lemon juice. Drizzle Romesco Sauce over the squid and serve.












Note: To clean squid, separate the tentacles from the bodies. Remove and discard the beak, guts, ink sack, and quill from the bodies; cut away the eyes. Then rinse the squid thoroughly in cold water.
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Romesco Sauce
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Makes 2 to 3 cups




Romesco Sauce is tart, spicy, and deeply flavored by roasted and charred vegetables. It is good any time of year, but best in September when the peppers, tomatoes, and eggplant are at their peak. The recipe makes enough so you’ll have some left over—keep it in the refrigerator and use over the next week or two. I like romesco with poultry as well as fish, and love it with potatoes, particularly Potatoes Crisped in Olive Oil (here).







1  onion, quartered


1  tomato, quartered


½ cup walnuts


½ cup slivered almonds


1 small Japanese eggplant


2  red peppers


1  pickled Anaheim or other spicy pepper, stem removed, plus about 1 tablespoon of the pickling liquid


1  clove garlic, minced


About ½ cup extra-virgin olive oil


Zest of ½ lemon, minced


1 teaspoon thyme leaves


About 2 tablespoons sherry vinegar


Kosher salt









Heat the oven to 400°F. Put the onion and tomato on a baking sheet and roast until they are soft and browned, turning them over once or twice, about 15 minutes in all. Toast the walnuts and almonds in a skillet over medium-low heat until they are slightly colored and fragrant, about 5 minutes.







Char the eggplant on all sides over a hot grill (a stove burner also works) until the skin is burned and it “deflates” and softens, about 5 minutes. When it is cool enough to handle, scoop the flesh into a food processor (or blender). Cook the peppers over an open flame until they are charred all over, also 5 minutes or so, then put them in a sealed container and let them cool. Peel and seed the peppers, then put them in the food processor with the eggplant. Add the onion, tomato, and toasted nuts.







Pulse the food processor. Add the pickled pepper and half of the pickling liquid. Add the garlic and 6 tablespoons of oil. Pulse again, adding additional oil, until the puree is smooth. Add the lemon zest, thyme, vinegar, and salt. Pulse once or twice more, then taste and adjust the seasoning as necessary with pickling liquid, vinegar, and salt. Thin the sauce with a little water so it is pourable and serve immediately or refrigerate.
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Grilled Sea Bass
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Serves 4




If you are grilling a larger fish, you’ll want to cook over lower heat for a longer time. Always test for doneness by sticking a knife in the thickest part of the fish—along the spine. If the flesh looks opaque and separates easily from the bone, the fish is ready to come off the heat.







2  sea bass, each about 2 pounds, scaled and gutted


About 3 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil, plus a high-quality fruity extra-virgin to finish


Kosher salt


8  lemon wedges









Build a fire in a grill and let it cook down to medium-high heat. Rub the grill with a little oil. Rub the fish all over with oil, then season them well inside and out with salt. Put the fish on the grill and cook until the skin chars and shows grill marks, about 8 minutes. Carefully flip with a spatula. Cook on the other sides until the skin chars and the flesh near the backbone of each is opaque and begins to pull away from the spine, about 8 minutes more. If the fish need more time to cook through, move them to a cool part of the grill, cover with a piece of aluminum foil, and let them “roast” on the grill until they are done. (If it is easier, you can finish cooking the fish in a hot oven, just until the flesh is opaque—a few minutes.) Once they are done, allow the fish to rest for about 2 minutes. Fillet or serve whole, drizzled with olive oil and accompanied by fresh lemon.














SERENA’S SALAD


Soon after my grandparents moved to Beetlebung Farm, Poppy built my grandmother a beauty shop from an unused chicken coop. Serena Modigliani got her hair done there. Like many of Rena’s clients, she would stop by the farm stand afterwards to buy armfuls of flowers and vegetables. That’s how she got to know my Aunt Marie. Although Serena and my aunt were born years and worlds apart, they became friends because they shared a taste for good food and a love of perfect greens.


Serena grew up in Bologna. She came to this country when she and her husband, an esteemed economist, fled the war racing across Europe. When he joined the faculty at MIT, they bought a home on North Road overlooking Vineyard Sound. I met Serena when I was in my teens and she was in her eighties. I cut her lawn and trimmed trails through her woods that led to bush after healthy bush of wild blueberries. Serena made a wonderful chunky jelly from those berries that she’d share with me because she knew that, like Marie, I loved good food.


I learned many things form Serena, including how to properly make a salad. She was very fond of the greens mix Marie sold. In those days Marie tended toward a combination of mustard greens, red Russian kale, several types of lettuce, and mizuna, all picked quite young before the spiciness of the mustards got too intense. She finished each bag with fennel fronds, nasturtium flowers, and fresh leaves and blossoms from the herb garden. Serena began my lesson by emptying a bag of the cleaned greens into an over-sized salad bowl. “It has to be big,” she explained, “you need plenty of room to toss.”


“The most important thing,” Serena declared, “is to toss the salad one thousand times; always with your hands.” She demonstrated the proper technique, lightly making her way beneath the greens in the bowl. “Use a gentle touch, as if you are slipping your hands beneath a sleeping baby that you need to move but don’t want to wake.” She spread her fingers and lifted the leaves a few at a time, letting them fall gently off in all directions, working slowly and evenly, her palms cupped slightly. “Do this once or twice before you add anything,” she instructed. This helps separate the greens and allows cramped leaves to spread: “it’s like fluffing a pillow.”


Once the greens were “awake,” she supervised as I started slowly drizzling olive oil—pouring from a good distance above the bowl, so as not to bruise the leaves. The salad gained a little weight as the oil began to coat. Serena said that from this point onward you shouldn’t move your fingers at all. “Allow gravity to do its job and let the leaves settle where they want. And don’t add too much oil, just a light kiss on each leaf.” Vinegar was next: just enough to liven things. Cheap red wine vinegar was her preference, it thinned the oil just enough to help the leaves dance and slide in the bowl.


Serena would give another spritz of oil and sprinkle of vinegar, taste a leaf, offer me one, and adjust until it was right in her mind—the leaves had their dignity and shape but acknowledged the presence of their veil of dressing, the vinegar a subtle but exciting accent. We’d lightly salt the salad then gently toss it once or twice more before eating it together—the perfect mid-afternoon snack.


Serena exaggerated when she advised tossing a thousand times, but it is not a bad way to explain that you should expect that a good salad is going to take time and attention. I still use olive oil and red wine vinegar, but not exclusively. I’ve learned that although it is often safe to estimate a 2:1 ratio of oil to vinegar, it’s best not to think of the proportion as a recipe. Instead, let taste lead the way, making sure the distinct flavor of each leaf is enhanced and never masked.
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Peach Tart
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Makes 1 (10-inch) tart




Most peaches grown on the island, ours included, are small, about the size of apricots or plums. At their peak they are delicious eaten in hand. In September, as the season wanes, we grab peaches from the tree when they are still a bit hard—but perfect for baking—and make this homey looking freeform tart.







FOR THE DOUGH


¾ cup all-purpose flour


¼ cup whole wheat flour


¼ cup cornmeal


½ teaspoon sugar


½ teaspoon salt


½ cup (1 stick) cold butter, cut into pieces


About ¼ cup ice water







FOR THE FILLING


2 pounds slightly under-ripe peaches


3 tablespoons sugar


2 tablespoons tapioca flour


1 teaspoon apple cider vinegar


1  egg, beaten


2 tablespoons butter, cut into pieces









Make the dough. Combine the all-purpose and whole wheat flours in a bowl. Mix in the cornmeal, sugar, and salt. Using a pastry cutter (or your fingers), work in the butter and just enough water so the dough can be formed into a ball. Wrap the dough in plastic wrap and refrigerate for at least 1 hour.







On a lightly floured surface, roll the dough out into a 14-inch round. Transfer the round to a lightly floured baking sheet and refrigerate for 15 minutes.







Heat the oven to 400°F.







Make the filling. Peel and pit the peaches, then cut them into wedges. Put the peaches in a bowl and add the sugar, tapioca flour, and vinegar. Mix well and set aside to macerate for about 10 minutes.







Spoon the peach mixture into the center of the chilled dough round. Fold the dough up over the filling, creating an overlapping edge about 2 inches wide. Pinch and crimp the edges around the filling, and then brush the exposed crust with beaten egg. Dot the filling with the butter, then bake until the crust begins to color, 10 to 15 minutes. Reduce the heat to 325°F and bake until the crust is golden and the filling is bubbly, about 30 minutes longer. Allow the tart to cool, then slice and serve.
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LARSEN’S FISH MARKET


You don’t want that,” Betsy Larsen directs, noticing the spot in her fish case where my eyes have settled. Betsy knows me well, so I move on without hesitation, resuming my search for something to serve raw. She wraps a glistening fillet of bass for her only other early morning customer, then offers me her full attention, proposing several choices—September is a great fishing month in New England—and 20 minutes later I’m headed home with a whole bonito so bright-eyed and firm it needs no accompaniment beyond a slick of olive oil and a bit of fennel blossom.


Larsen’s Fish Market is in Menemsha, the last commercial fishing harbor on Martha’s Vineyard. It is halfway down the only street in this postcard-pretty village. Betsy is the boss. She is not physically imposing. Slight, five feet, six inches at best (though her oversized rubber boots add a little), she works tirelessly during the season. She starts her cleaning and inventory at dawn, hours before the store opens, and keeps working until well after the last customers have been served. As far as I can tell, she smiles the whole time.


Betsy is as good-natured as they come, but she is not someone I’d mess with. She got her grit from her father, Big Louie, a hulking man with hands that would swallow yours in a handshake. The men of his family fished in Norway and they kept at it after they left Europe in the twenties and settled on the Vineyard. He said over the years that it was hard for them here when they first arrived. It was difficult to fit into this tight-knit community with relationships interlaced for generations that reached back centuries. But the Larsens were good, hardworking people. Louie and his wife, Mary, lived on Beetlebung Corner across from the farm, and because my grandparents were also transplants (they’d moved to Chilmark from down-island), they all became fast friends.


Big Louie fished and fished well, but in 1969 he decided to try to make a different life for himself and his family and he opened a market. He fitted out the shack where Larsen’s Fish Market still sits, perched on the sea wall, one door opening onto the street, the other onto the docks. Louie reared all his brood in and around the operation. Two of his sons now run fish shops down-island, and his nephew Stanley operates the only other fish market in Menemsha.


Big Louie used to tell people Betsy started working when she was fourteen. My guess is she started younger, but whenever she began, she picked up on things quickly. In the end, Louie found his slender, genial daughter best suited of all of his children to the rigors of protecting the business he had worked so hard to build. Betsy’s shop is sparkling and her fish, fresher than anyone else’s. Walk through the door and you’ll notice what you don’t smell—there is not a whiff of fishiness in the air.
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Betsy receives catch all day through her dock-side door. She handles each species with particularity—her bluefish differently than fluke and sole, or bonito, or mako, or swordfish (some of it still harpooned). She keeps her fish whole, buried in ice in the walk-in, and limits the display case to a few fillets, cutting more of what she needs as she goes, always rinsing with seawater as she works, which tightens the flesh ever so slightly. Everything is clean and everything is cold.


And Betsy beams as she waits on friends, locals, summer people, and first-timers, all with amiable efficiency. She is in constant motion in front of the lobster tanks, all fed by hoses pumping salt water from the ocean below. She is always pleasant and always in control of her shop. She keeps her knives sharpened and her floor clean, and provides the best fish you can get if you haven’t caught it yourself.





Bonito Crudo
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Serves 4




Atlantic bonito is a mid-sized, muscular, moderately fatty fish related to tuna and mackerel. Long popular in Spain and Italy, bonito has been ignored by cooks here for too long. If you get hold of a really fresh one, eat it raw. I like the bright pop that fennel blossoms bring with them. If you can’t find blossoms, the crudo is nice as is or garnished with a soft herb like basil or mint.







8 ounces loin of freshly caught bonito


About 1 teaspoon minced fennel blossoms


About 1 teaspoon extra-virgin olive oil


Sea salt









Handling the fish as little as possible and using a very sharp knife, remove the bloodline from the loin and cut away any discolored sections. Using a wet kitchen towel to wipe your knife as you go, slice the pieces of bonito about ¼ inch thick, so you have some texture in each bite, always cutting against the grain. It is easiest to do this with the skin still on (just as smoked salmon is sliced). Serve the bonito topped with a little minced fennel blossom, a few drops of olive oil, and a sprinkle of salt.
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BLOSSOMS AND SEEDS


When you buy vegetables in the grocery store, you are almost never offered the whole plant. Fennel bulbs will be stacked in the produce section—trimmed for sale, the roots cut off, the dirty and discolored outer “leaves” of the bulb peeled away, and the fronds cut back. Even when several parts of a plant are for sale you may find them in entirely different parts of the store—fennel seeds will be in the spice aisle along with the coriander seeds, although you’ll see fresh bunches of the herb (often labeled cilantro) in the produce section. But no matter where you look, you are unlikely to find any blossoms. It’s too bad, because fennel and coriander blossoms are a wonderful way to flavor food, as are basil, chive, chervil, fava, and sweet pea blossoms. Blossoms have a tasty concentration of a plant’s essence that is unexpected and nicely intense.


The best way to get your hands on blossoms is to grow your own. You can do this in a pot on the windowsill if you don’t have a garden. Grow herbs and you will get the added bonus of access to your own fresh seeds—another ingredient I love. Fresh seeds zing and wake up a dish. I prefer to use fresh coriander seeds to make Crack Rice (here). You can substitute a combination of dried seeds and fresh leaves, but it isn’t quite the same.


To collect herb seeds, simply let the plant blossom, then wilt. Snip the spent blossoms and gently remove the seeds. Save them in a closed container—I keep mine in the refrigerator—for as long as they keep their bright flavor.








Tautog Soup





[image: image]





Serves 4




Tautog (also known as blackfish) have a delicate rose-colored flesh that tastes rich and a little sweet—like the crabs, clams, and mussels they feed on. I make my stock with tautog bones, and these unexpectedly complex flavors emerge and harmonize. In fact the stock is so good it can stand on its own—like consommé. Off the island I have found tautog in Chinese fish markets—always a good source for less popular varieties of fish.







1 small tautog, about 2½ pounds, skinned and filleted, bones and head reserved, gills removed


3 tablespoons neutral oil, such as canola


2 small onions, halved and thinly sliced


Kosher salt


About 3 tablespoons basil blossoms (or torn basil leaves to taste)









Make the stock. Rinse the bones and head of the fish well under cold water and put in a large pot. Cover with water, about 1 gallon. Cover the pot and bring the water to a boil over high heat. Uncover and cook at a low rolling boil until the stock begins to cloud, about 45 minutes. Allow it to cool and settle for 15 minutes. Skim any scum from the surface, then ladle the stock into a clean container leaving the bones and sediment in the pot to be discarded. Season lightly with salt and refrigerate until you are ready to finish the soup.
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