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			Introduction


			Great ingredients demand respect, and vegetables are as deserving as any. High-quality vegetables don’t necessarily need much, and the trick to cooking them well is knowing when to go all out with seasonings (garlic, chilies, lemon, olive oil) and when to hold back. Sometimes all a perfectly ripe vegetable needs is a bit of coaxing to bring out its character—maybe a gentle blanching and a minimal finish of olive oil and sea salt, or a quick sauté with a little butter and garlic. When you want to add richness, it can be as simple as grating some cheese over the dish, or adding a sprinkle of chopped nuts, which will also lend crunch. If you want to include a little something briny, toss in some capers, anchovies, or olives, or all three.


			Vegetables often change over the course of their season, and it’s fascinating to pay attention to the nuances. For example, when zucchini make their first appearance, they’re slim and tender—all they need is a little acid, some fresh herbs, and a touch of chili, as in our Marinated Zucchini with Mint, Garlic, and Chili. As the heat of the summer wears on, those same zucchini grow plump and dense, which makes them ideal for cooking low and slow. Stewed Zucchini with Mint, Olives, and Tomatoes is a great example of this.


			Eating seasonal produce can be incredibly rewarding. When the first tart dandelion greens start showing up at the market in early spring, I’m always ready for their slightly bitter freshness to break up the starchy monotony of winter’s potatoes and sunchokes. That perfectly crunchy green bean in July is everything it should be and tastes better than a green bean ever could in January, especially when paired with mild potatoes and creamy hard-cooked eggs (see here). And the sweet, dense squashes that come into season in October fortify us for the chill of winter.


			The best place to find great seasonal produce is, of course, your local farmers’ market. If you can make a visit to the market a part of your weekly routine, you’ll really be able to witness the seasons unfold and change from week to week. It can be both exhilarating and heartbreaking—one week you might be able to score the first, most tender ramps, only to find they’ve completely disappeared two weeks later, when you’ve finally figured out exactly how you love to cook them. On the flip side, as much as we adore kale and carrots and parsnips, they can get monotonous by February, when they’re still the only things around. But embracing the rhythm is part of the thrill.


			For years, my husband, Andrew, and I did all the greenmarket shopping for our restaurant, Franny’s, ourselves. On Mondays we’d go to Union Square in Manhattan; I’d sit in the car so we wouldn’t get a ticket, and Andrew would blitz through, collecting everything we’d need for that night. On Tuesdays and Thursdays, we went to the Borough Hall Market in Brooklyn. On Wednesdays, we’d schlep up to Dag Hammarskjold Plaza (across from the United Nations) to see one of our main suppliers, Bill Maxwell—it was almost like a weekly pilgrimage to our veggie guru. I’ll never forget one trip in particular: I’d just given birth to our daughter, Prue, and so there I was with her waiting for Andrew in the back of the car, the day after I’d left the hospital.


			These days, our chefs do the shopping for the restaurants, which has freed us up to enjoy the farmers’ market in a whole new way. We make a day of it. We take the kids to Grand Army Plaza in Brooklyn and wind our way through all the vendors’ stalls. Our son, Marco, finds the sight of the apple-cider doughnuts irresistible, while the flowers pull Prue with an almost gravitational force. They’re both totally fascinated by the big whole fish at the fish stand, and they always love visiting with the farmers. And Andrew and I can just buy what we want to feed the family for that week, without worrying about sourcing enough delicata squash to roast for an entire restaurant.


			Needless to say, the farmers’ market, with all its sights and sounds, provides us with a fabulous avenue to get our kids curious about vegetables. And every so often, even Andrew and I discover something new. Greenmarkets are great places to broaden your vegetable horizons, but a CSA, your town’s food co-op, or even a supermarket can yield seasonal goodies. A little mindfulness is all you need to track them down.


			—Francine Stephens
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			Slow-Cooked Leeks with a Fried Egg and Pecorino Sardo


			


			Slow-Cooked Leeks with a Fried Egg and Pecorino Sardo


			Among the very first local springtime vegetables to appear in New York are overwintered leeks. Planted in July, the leeks sit in the ground all winter long. When the ground finally thaws in the early spring and the leeks are pulled, they have an incredible concentrated sweetness. Leeks are often in the background, but this dish lets them shine. After a quick blanching, they are roasted in the oven, where they lose most of their moisture, caramelizing and intensifying the flavor. Salty shavings of sharp sheep’s-milk cheese and the runny sunny-side-up eggs make this a hearty first course. But it could also serve as a perfect vegetarian lunch, or a spectacular brunch dish. | Serves 4


			2 pounds medium leeks (about 5)


			Kosher salt


			1½ tablespoons plus 2 teaspoons extra-virgin olive oil, plus more for drizzling


			¾ teaspoon freshly cracked black pepper, plus more as needed


			4 large eggs


			Flaky sea salt, such as Maldon


			Fresh lemon juice


			1-ounce chunk Pecorino Sardo or Parmigiano-Reggiano, shaved, for serving


			Preheat the oven to 325°F with a rack in the middle of the oven. Trim the hairy ends of the leeks and remove the dark green tops. Without cutting all the way through the root end, split the leeks lengthwise in half (see Note). Rinse each leek under lukewarm running water, fanning it apart to get to any grit between the layers.


			Bring a large pot of heavily salted water to a boil. Add the leeks and cook until tender but not limp, 6 to 7 minutes. Drain well and pat dry. Split the leeks completely through the root end.


			Arrange the leek halves on a rimmed baking sheet in 2 rows, with the thicker bulbous ends facing outward (these will most benefit from the sides of the oven, where the heat is strongest). Drizzle the leeks with 2 teaspoons of the olive oil and season with the pepper. Roast until light golden brown, about 30 minutes.


			Carefully flip the leeks and continue to cook until golden on top, about 25 minutes more. Remove from the oven and keep warm. In a large skillet, heat the remaining 1½ tablespoons olive oil over medium heat. Crack the eggs into the skillet and season with salt and pepper. Reduce the heat to medium-low and cook gently until the whites are set, about 6 minutes.


			Divide the leeks among individual plates. Sprinkle lightly with sea salt, pepper, and lemon juice. Top each plate with an egg and shower with shaved cheese. Drizzle with olive oil and serve.


			Note: Leaving the leeks partially attached when boiling them keeps them from falling apart. So, while you might be tempted to cut them all the way through for cleaning, don’t do it.
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			Marinated Artichokes


			


			Marinated Artichokes


			When we serve this dish at Franny’s, it literally flies off the menu. Someone only has to see it on a nearby table to want it for themselves. Artichokes are so extraordinary that eating them feels like a special occasion.
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