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Pennsylvania: Where No Food Is Forgotten





  In Pennsylvania, a short drive down any narrow road will bring you to neighborhoods, towns, forests, and farms that have not changed in decades. It is so filled with nooks and crannies that any food, no matter how archaic or obscure, can find an out-of-the-way place to thrive. Techniques that your grandparents used are still out there in a village, farm, or shop somewhere. Anytime you hear somebody say, “Nobody cooks that anymore!” you can be sure that somebody in the Keystone State is preparing it.




  Historic dishes like scrapple and buckwheat cakes form part of an edible record. Smoked sausages, fried noodles, and the component parts of a pizza are all history on a plate. Where do you find these things? And what makes them great? In order to discover the answers, we’ll have to leave the kitchen and hit the road.




  [image: One of the many versions of pork and sauerkraut, a Pennsylvania Dutch New Year’s Day classic]




  One of the many versions of pork and sauerkraut, a Pennsylvania Dutch New Year’s Day classic




  The broad range of Pennsylvania places, from city to wilderness, works in our favor. A more rural region would never be able to sustain all those immigrant and specialty sources. If we were more urban, then we’d lose the contributions of farmers and the traditions they carry. College towns bring in the newest and the hippest, and suburbs have a way of working all those factors into a uniform whole. Tacos, scrapple, and heirloom tomatoes are all part of our collective food culture.
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  A bowl of chicken corn noodle soup, a Pennsylvania Dutch Classic
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  Red beet eggs, hard boiled eggs cooked in red beet juice, a Pennsylvania Dutch favorite




  I have spent an awful lot of time exploring Pennsylvania. I drove, I hiked, I took a few trains, and I ate—a lot. If you do the same, you will quickly realize there is no “best.” And, luckily, no worst either. What we do have are places that are more iconic, or more authentic, or maybe even more eccentric. I sought them all out.




  If a destination was open to the public, I came without calling. I always visited as a customer, and described myself as a “writer and photographer” only when I had difficult questions or wanted to take pictures with a pro camera. So, for the most part, my experience is your experience. I talked doughnuts while I waited in line at Oram’s (see p. 147) and chatted with the crowd at the Dutch Eating Place (see p. 172).




  On rare occasions, special arrangements were made. For example, at Valley Milkhouse (see p. 208), I took (and paid for) a cheese-making workshop. I did the whole class from beginning to end and stuck my arms in the milk vat up to my elbows. Indeed, I took every tour and every workshop I possibly could. Sometimes I just showed up. It was not idealism that made me work this way. Rather, it was the fact that almost nobody I called was interested in talking. For a long while, showing up was the only strategy.




  This changed in a big way when the Covid-19 Pandemic hit. Because we were all stuck at home, I was suddenly able to conduct serious interviews by phone. Farmers and artisans that wouldn’t normally give a stranger the time of day were ready to share their lives. I changed too; I was no longer saying “the food tells the story.” Instead, the creators themselves were doing the talking.




  There is a lot more here than Pennsylvania Dutch. In Pittston, where the Italian flag flies in the center of town, neon signs in restaurant windows boast “we have tripe!” or “Italian Spaghetti.” It is one of the many ways the foods of immigrant coal miners remain alive. In the town of Shenandoah, less than sixty miles away, the word “sausage” means kielbasa. There the cuisine is Polish, but both share a history of mines and forests that is purely Pennsylvanian.




  When you are out there at a market or festival, you get the feeling this is the place where somebody or other remembers everything. Yes, that somebody not only remembers the difference between souse and head cheese, but they are also still making it using their great-grandfather’s recipe. Was that recipe created in Romania? Italy? Vietnam? Or maybe even right down the road. Wherever it came from, it is waiting for you, surprised that you are surprised to see it.




  Modern immigrants are having their days too. Visit the authentic Chinese restaurants popping up in college towns—often enough, they are right down the road from eateries that serve food from Korea and Thailand and mixed with places that offer the cuisines of Latin America. Of course, there could be burgers and waffles right next door.
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  A couple of fasnachts, the Pennsylvania Dutch Lenten doughnuts




  Pennsylvania’s farmers are hardly idle. They are growing, preserving, and creating too. Check out crops as traditional as fresh corn, as trendy as kale, or as esoteric as waygu beef. We each can have our own adventures and make our own discoveries. The classics remain, the old is preserved, and newcomers bring their own contributions. Some of it may be hidden, and everybody is willing to share.




  This book is a snapshot of a vast and rapidly changing food culture. I hope it is a good starting point for your own food adventures; all I ask is that you do not forget it is a starting point and nothing more. We are a whole state that is being recycled, up-cycled, and reinvented. A challenge is out there—can we embrace all this food? Can we know it? Love it? And yes, eat it?




  Let’s explore, taste, and learn.







  

     
ALABASTER COFFEE ROASTER & TEA CO





  LYCOMING COUNTY
400 PINE ST., WILLIAMSPORT, PA 17701; ALABASTERCOFFEE.COM; (570) 478-0043




  Standing at the counter at Alabaster Coffee in Williamsport, I could not help but notice that the cup intended for my drink was filled with plain boiling water. You may think it was meant for somebody else: maybe it would get a tea bag or maybe it would be served as-is to somebody who drank their boiling water neat, Chinese style. As it turns out, that cup was being warmed up while my coffee was brewing. When it was served, coffee and cup were both at the same temperature.




  This was astounding attention to detail! Just what you would expect at a top-notch shop in London, Tokyo, or New York, but like everything else at Alabaster, it seemed at bit out of place. I thought I knew Williamsport, an isolated lumber town that was home to Little League Baseball. And with that cup of coffee, Alabaster put Williamsport on the serious coffee map too.




  Alabaster claims to build community through coffee. I did not see any trace of it though. However, there was easily enough going on; fresh, bright, fruity cups for the serious, and specialty drinks for the rest. Sharp eyes could notice different grinders for brewed and espresso coffees and a fully manual espresso machine—you would have to be something of an expert to operate it and a deeper sort of aficionado to appreciate that it was there.




  I could tell the difference, I enjoyed getting coffee of this quality, and I saw myself as a snob for being this way. I sat down with my pour-over cup at a prime seat by a picture window looking out on downtown Williamsport. The streets were filled with cars and trucks zipping by and the sidewalks were pretty much empty.




  There is a wide range of coffees available at Alabaster. They make those drinks from them, and they sell them as beans too. Some are from Latin America; others from Asia, and the one I chose came from Ethiopia. I would take a sip, enjoy this very special brew, and look out the window at the unpopulated city in front of me. Sometimes somebody would walk by. A lawyer? An accountant? I would sip some more and think about it.




  
[image: A cup of coffee from Alabaster with a cookie in the background]





  A cup of coffee from Alabaster with a cookie in the background




  The two baristas both knew their coffee and the town. They were “from there,” had grown up there, and learned their coffee someplace else. I tried to find out about their interests in the specialty coffee world. They had degrees in other subjects and had turned their back on them. Instead, they were here in this dead quiet store, selling some of the finest coffee in the state.




  It was another of those gastronomic islands. I had washed ashore in this lonely place where the only attraction was this coffee. I sipped until there was nothing but a few drops at the bottom of the mug, and then I did my best to suck those drops down. Leaving was like leaving an island too. Williamsport is a long way from anywhere and your journey home is likely to be through some really lonesome country.




  When I finished, I walked past a woman roasting small batches of coffee beans and toward my parked car. I could not imagine coming here for a special trip, but if you are on I-80 or Route 15—both big roads between big places—this is where to take a serious break.









  
ALLENTOWN FAIRGROUNDS MARKET





  LEHIGH COUNTY
1825 CHEW ST., ALLENTOWN, PA 18104;
ALLENTOWNFARMERSMARKET.COM; (610) 432-8425




  What are you going to eat when you visit the Allentown Fairgrounds Market? Even though this is not a food court in the sense of the market houses in Harrisburg (see p. 31) or Philadelphia (see p. 84, 167), there are still some serious choices. Vietnamese and Irish are almost elbow to elbow. Korean and Pennsylvania Dutch sit facing each other across a very narrow aisle. And a Greek vendor a few steps away works the crowd under a banner that implores you to “taste the power of garlic and olive oil.”




  This market caters to relatively poor customers with food that a far more affluent audience could only dream of. Quality produce, grass-fed meats, artisan sausages, and baked goods too. What you can find here is what urban food activists are talking about—wholesome food sold by local retailers at reasonable prices.




  Pennsylvania does not have night markets filled with vendors the way so many cities around the world do. We have markets though—we




  [image: A perfect hot lunch—chicken pot pie from the Allentown Fairgrounds Market]




  A perfect hot lunch—chicken pot pie from the Allentown Fairgrounds Market
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  Bunches of asparagus for sale at a produce stand in the Allentown Fairgrounds Market




  call them “market houses”—and they are our take on the best way to find great food. You may be looking for string beans, a bowl of soup, or a sack of potatoes; market houses will have them.




  Even when you are not looking for something, a market house visit will be a window on the local community.




  Uniquely located under the grandstands of a stadium, the Allentown Fairgrounds Market tells you the story of a town in food and culture. The first words I heard spoken as I walked in the door were in Polish. They came from behind a stand selling cured sausages and freshly made pierogies. the Lancaster Central Market (see p. 112) will be delighted to tell the town story. Others, like the Allentown Fairgrounds Market, are discreet enough to let you make discoveries yourself.




  I ate my share of junk food that day. A doughnut and a pretzel-wrapped hot dog too. They bracketed the most wholesome lunch imaginable—a chicken pot pie. Not the Pennsylvania Dutch–style stew, an actual pie with crust on top and meat, sauce, and vegetables inside.




  This may not be in the middle of Pennsylvania Dutch Country, but there is sure lots of scrapple here. Indeed, the butchers were the most impressive category. Since this was my sixth or seventh market house visit of the book, I was noticing a trend in butchering—the poorer the neighborhood, the better the bones. At the Allentown Fairgrounds Market, both the steaks and the bones were worth a second look. Some really formidable cooks must shop here.




  Seller after seller kept attracting my attention, there was one offering “southern” as a cuisine. I looked longingly at the meatloaf, baked beans, and banana pudding and then saw a fresh poultry case with rabbit and stewing hens a few steps away. Then the tamales, then the pies, then, then, then . . .




  Luckily, I was too broke to buy anything, or maybe broke enough to think hard before I shelled out. “Gourmet” here seemed to mean “the same as a supermarket deli case,” while goose and capon did not seem to require any adjectives at all. Indeed, there was not a trace of luxury or pretense in the place. You could buy fillet mignon here, and pork necks too. It is a market house where you can come and eat, but also one you can also appreciate if you do the cooking.











  
AMAZING ACRES GOAT DAIRY





  CHESTER COUNTY
AVAILABLE AT LOCAL STORES AND FARMERS MARKETS;
AMAZINGACRESGOATSDAIRY.COM




  Sometimes, when I hear someone describe a place as amazing, I yawn and sort of ask, why? And equally often, I will think the existence of any farm this close to Philadelphia is amazing in itself. When it comes to the Amazing Acres Goat Dairy in Elverson, there is something even more amazing—the way owners Will and Lynn Reid went from an adult ed class in cheese making to farm ownership in a very short time.




  They studied cheese for a while, and then somehow found themselves owning a five-acre goat farm. Neither of them had the slightest experience in any of this. No farming in their past, no childhood memories of summers on the family goat pasture, no background at all. Somebody else called it Amazing Acres before they bought it and Will does not remember if he was ever told why.




  This is one of those places that does not do many different things, but what they do is remarkable. Will and Lynn started with fresh goat cheeses; the ones that are soft and spreadable. There is good reason for this—they are simple enough to make and can be brought to nearby “Main Line” farmers’ markets while they are still very fresh.




  It was a wise beginning. While other farmers try to fill their shelves with aged cheeses like cheddar or tomme, Amazing Acres could comfortably turn out enough soft cheese to make trips to farmers’ markets worthwhile. They were chèvres—that is the French word for goat cheese, and in Southeastern Pennsylvania, a word like that conveys sophistication.




  When they had enough milking goats, they decided to expand their line. Instead of the cave-aged products that most local cheese makers aspire to, Will took a stab at bloomy-rind. They are the ones with textured white skins. Those of you who entertained back in the seventies will remember the most famous bloomy rind of them all: brie.




  Brie was the first imported cheese that Americans loved in a big way. Today, histories of brie and other bloomy-rind cheeses concentrate on France with stories of kings and peasants. In my universe, brie was one of the first foods you could serve that marked you as cool. Fifty years ago, articles in men’s magazines like Esquire and Playboy spilled torrents of words telling readers how to properly choose one and local newspapers like the Village Voice told you where to find them.




  It worked (at least for me), serving a brie or bringing one as a gift marked me as a true hip New Yorker. I would go to tiny stores in Manhattan’s East Village and buy brie a dozen at a time, just to make sure I was ready.




  People have different expectations nowadays. The brie I found in 1977 may have given me something of a social life, but it was not half as good as what is sold in chain supermarkets today. Will and Lynn face a different problem. They must make a cheese that justifies the hefty price they need to charge to stay afloat. Once again, “amazing” is the key word. At the markets they sell at, customers expect something every bit as good as the best they had in France—or at least in one of Philadelphia’s grand French restaurants. They have to either deliver or find another career. They deliver.




  Inoculated with bacteria, the cheese forms the classic textured white skin. The bloomy-rind process requires impeccable cleanliness and great precision. They pasteurize their own milk, this allows better flavor and texture. They also maintain a separate aging area. As they have become more experienced, they have moved away from brie and are now working on their own recipes. You will have to visit them at one of the farmers’ markets to find out what their current creations are.




  With Will as cheese maker and Lynn as goat keeper, they are at a sort of impasse. They are producing as much as they can without hiring help and that is it. If they bring somebody on, they will have to have many more goats, just to make payroll. If they do it themselves, they cannot milk even one more.




  So that is it, Will and Lynn, five acres at the edge of suburbia, and some goats. In one way, it is not much of anything, and in another, it is a platform for the highest level of artisanship.











  
APPEL VALLEY BUTCHER SHOP





  LANCASTER COUNTY
531 BEAVER VALLEY PIKE, LANCASTER, PA 17602;
REALLANCASTERCOUNTY.COM/APPEL-VALLEY-BUTCHER-SHOP; (717) 947-4241




  Be different!




  Instead of walking through the front door at Appel Valley Butcher Shop and heading straight for the steaks the way most people do, check out the bolognas instead. They are brown, in a corner, and kind of shy. While everybody else is hypnotized by the brilliant color of properly presented beef, that bologna wants you just as much and cannot quite put on the same sort of show. House-made from a recipe that twists traditional technique with owner Steve Appel’s personal vision of how an artisan sausage should be made, it is the story of the shop stuffed into a real, natural casing.




  Do not be fooled by the Lancaster address, Appel Valley Butcher Shop is a tiny business at a rural crossroads. It is a small brick building right behind a private home with a few parking spaces out front—the sort of country store you would expect to find in rural Lancaster county. Step inside and you will find charming and enthusiastic salespeople behind the counter and Steve himself cutting and chopping the beef and pork they sell.




  There is even more action on the days they are closed. They make those bolognas of course, and their own bacon and jerky too—all in a smokehouse that dates back to the era of steam locomotives. Steve also spends that quiet shop time breaking down sides and quarters of beef and pork and turning them into those retail items that cry out to you if you make the mistake of coming in without a written shopping list.




  The store may only have been called Appel Valley for the past few years, but there has been a butcher here for decades longer. The previous owner, Bob Howry, had been a fixture both here and at the Lancaster Central Market (see p. 112). He was a master! And sadly, a bit too old to have seen the revival of food artisanship that has taken hold around the state.




  Steve had been a customer of Bob’s for a while before he started dropping hints about buying the place. Bob did not accept the first offer, or the second one either. A few years down the road, things worked out and Steve and his wife were the owners. The Appel family had bought a business and a history too. Not only was there an old, functioning butcher shop, there were Howry’s recipes and even the actual stand that was used in the Lancaster Central Market all those years ago.
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  [image: Signs point the way to the Appel Valley Butcher Shop outside Lancaster]




  Signs point the way to the Appel Valley Butcher Shop outside Lancaster




  Artisan butchering is more than just the fancy stuff. As Steve says, “If you take a lousy piece of meat and cut it the right way, you can have a good piece of meat . . . if you take a fantastic piece of prime meat and cut it wrong, you will make it lousy.” This does not mean you can cook that properly cut piece any way you feel like it. Someone could (theoretically) cut a roast into steaks and wind up with a finished dish that looked great and was so tough it could not be eaten.




  

  



  
Foods to Look For: Bologna





  Few towns in Pennsylvania bring in the New Year with a bologna the way Lebanon does. There, over the last quarter century or so, bolognas that have weighed anything from fifteen pounds to over one hundred pounds have done the job. And yet those “Lebanon Bolognas” are nothing like what most Americans would think of as “bologna.” For the rest of us, it is a tender and light pink cooked sausage sliced thinly and usually eaten in sandwiches; something like an Italian mortadella. Lebanon Bolognas are more like salamis though. They are dark red and marbled with chunks of ivory fat. Looking at them, you would think they were from Poland or Germany, but one taste tells a whole different story—sweetness that startles.




  When you buy them, try to find a shop that has a few whole ones on hand so you can see where they came from. Ideally, they will make their own, but even the biggest brands are still tiny when you compare them to the industrial producers of supermarket cold cuts. In Pennsylvania Dutch Country, they can show up anywhere. In sandwiches of course, for snacks, and as an ingredient in recipes too. Bologna is a staple food.




  Bologna is not the only sausage we eat. Every country that has sent immigrants to the Keystone State has its own tradition of sausage making. First there were the Pennsylvania Dutch, and then soon after, butchers from Italy and Eastern Europe added to the repertoire. They could not help mixing and innovating—there was a bounty of ingredients and cultures too. We are truly a state of sausage eaters.




  Here’s the definition; ground up meat, seasonings, and “extenders” stuffed into tubular cases, often made from intestines. That meat is usually pork, but can also be turkey, chicken, beef, or lamb. Seasonings are salt—often too much salt—and hopefully garlic too. (Although there rarely seems to be enough.) Sometimes you will find spices like oregano in Italian-style or chili in more contemporary renditions.




  I urge you to avoid anything that is too far from this ideal, sausage in itself is a flavor—it does not need more. In my opinion, the worst offenders are those filled with cheese. If you love cheese with your sausage, put a piece of it on top while it is cooking.
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  Hot bologna from Kowalonek’s in Shenandoah




  And then there are those “extenders.” Just cheap fillers meant to stretch the meat out. Any added flour, meal, or starch should be reason to not buy a Pennsylvania product. The exception is blood sausage; British black pudding, Korean Soodae, Spanish Morcilla, and Polish Kishka all have grain added to solidify the filling.




  There is a dream those of us who shop from roadside farm stands indulge in; we drive up to a farm that may have nothing but a few baskets of apples on display, but despite the lack of signage, the fragrance of wood smoke tells us another story altogether. Soon the owner is bringing out sausage for you to try and the taste leaves you swooning.




  That does not happen very often. Modern standards of hygiene have changed the narrative a bit. Instead, those smoked and cured meats have moved to small butcher shops and market houses. Every corner of the state has local examples. While some butchers may specialize, others try for variety. You may find smoked ring bolognas, fresh Italian sausage, breakfast links, and those skinny dried meat sticks too. Somehow, they have all become Pennsylvanian.




  Sometimes shops specialize. Indeed, there is the whole town of Shenandoah (see p. 188) that focuses on traditional Polish, while the area around Old Forge (see p. 144) and Pittston has shops that have quality Italian. Dietrich’s Meats & Country Store (see p. 58) is a kind of mecca of meat curing too. Do not limit yourself to these spots though, butcher shops and sausage makers may not be prominent, but they are there.




  Sausages are more than cold cuts! Stew fresh sausages in wine or tomato sauce or broil them in your oven. Because their flavors are so strong, you do not have to eat that much. They can be the main course, an appetizer, or even just a seasoning. However, you eat them, they tell our story in every bite.


  


  




  You know the old question, “What kind of meat does the butcher eat?” I was talking to one and had to ask. Steve likes a nice thick rib eye or a skirt steak for starters. That seemed to be a banal answer for a real beef fan, so I pressed him a bit more. Soon he was talking about the bolar roast. I had never heard of it and should have. It turns out to be a sort of chuck—a big, bone-in cut that is perfect for braising or slow-cooking.




  Although the shop may look like it is at a lonely country crossroads, it is really in a perfect spot. It is near enough to downtown for residents to hop on over and right by the main road to Baltimore. People come in and stock up. Sixty pounds of ground beef? They will grind it for you. A few slices of house-made lunch meat? No problem.




  Head on in. Somebody will ask for a pound of sausage and the crew will answer back with, “How about two pounds?” Another customer will ask for pork chops and suddenly, ham samples are being passed around to everybody in the store. There is the smell of smokehouse, the glow of refrigerated cases, and the banter of the Appel family. Meat fans can really call it home.











  
ASIA MALL





  DAUPHIN COUNTY
1030 S. 13TH ST., HARRISBURG, PA 17104;
(717) 232-6019




  I was doing some serious studying. Two-inch-high lettering at the base of a refrigerator case read, “Uteri, stomach, blood, liver.” Inside were unmarked packages of animal parts that were sort of grouped above the signs. I tried to match the words to them, and it was not working. I spotted some kidneys and they were not mentioned anywhere. Was this a veterinary anatomy pop quiz? Nope. It was the meat department at the Asia Mall in Harrisburg, the perfect place for cooks who miss the choices they had in Vietnam or Thailand. For the rest of us, it is a serious test of our gastronomic skills.




  I spotted the blood easily; it was congealed into cakes and sort of like extra credit. This was a compelling Asian grocery, certainly the best in Central Pennsylvania, but all I could think of when I looked at that case of offal was a haggis. Just when I thought my lesson in anatomy was done, I was thrust into one on comparative food cultures—forced to remember what people ate before we had the luxury of exporting (or just trashing) large portions of the animals we slaughter as part of our food supply.
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