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For G.
You had me at “Who’s the kid?”
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Introduction

It is now more important than ever to seek out organically grown, seasonal produce where we live. Too many of our local farms are being trampled on by the heavy foot of large agribusiness conglomerates. When we shop at farmers’ markets, we support our local economy and invest money back into our community. We put food into our bodies that is healthier, tastier, and packed with essential nutrients specific to the environment near where we live. It is the freshest and most vital produce around. Oftentimes, produce found at farmers’ markets are literally picked hours before they’re sold.

Growing up in rural Pennsylvania, my family and I would visit nearby farms where many farmers had roadside stands with fresh fruit, eggs, produce, and other just-picked items. I was so fortunate to grow up in this environment where fresh produce was readily available. In Farm-to-Table Desserts, I share favorite recipes inspired by my local farmers’ markets in southern California where I now reside. Every week I discover what’s in season and spend the afternoon turning my finds into mouthwatering, delicious desserts. Creating simple desserts using ingredients at their prime is what I love to do the most, and I hope this book inspires you to do the same.

In this book, you’ll notice the recipes are separated into chapters corresponding to each of the four seasons. Each chapter begins with a list of fruits and vegetables that are in season during those months. Since there are some fruits and vegetables that cross seasons, you will find them listed in multiple chapters. Please also note that these lists are not comprehensive but rather a selection of common produce.

While all the recipes in this book are near and dear to my heart, some of my favorites include Peach Cobbler, White Fig Slab Pie, Sweet Corn Panna Cotta, Strawberry Hand Pies, Ruby Red Grape-fruit Pie, and Blueberry Zeppoles. Buying locally sourced, organic ingredients is a satisfying way to bake that, once started, becomes an easy habit. Before you know it, you’ll be baking seasonally, locally, and organically all year long.
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Why Farmers’ Markets

Let’s start with the benefits to us, the consumer, because there are so many. If you have never been to a farmers’ market, you are missing out on a vast selection of unique produce as well as the plethora of heirloom varieties that exist. We are all familiar with the orange carrots found in grocery stores, but did you know that they come in different shapes and colors ranging from white, yellow, red, to purple? We also know the common Red Delicious, Fuji, and Macintosh apples, but did you know there are over 2,000 varieties in the US alone including the Lady Alice, Aurora, Stayman, and Arkansas Black? It’s when you go to your local farmers’ market that you discover the many different types of fruits and vegetables that are grown where you live.

Farmers’ markets also give you the opportunity to build relationships with your local farmers by speaking with them directly. You can ask them questions about how their produce is grown and get ideas for the best way to cook and bake with them. Likewise, markets are a great place to meet your neighbors, catch up with friends, and experience a community gathering since markets are the heart of many towns. Let’s not forget that shopping at the market is also a great way to get outside and exercise. Bring along your reusable shopping bag and I guarantee that within minutes it will be stuffed with produce, making it a formidable weight that will exercise your arm muscles!

The economics of farmers’ markets directly benefit you as well; shopping at them keeps money in your community and helps to preserve and create local jobs. Your neighborhood will continue to thrive and grow, and the person you hand your money to played a part in making or growing that item. How awesome is that?

Studies show that produce begins to lose its nutritional value soon after it is harvested and continues to decline as time elapses. Let’s imagine how long the produce found at grocery stores has been sitting on the shelves since being harvested; likely days, right? On the flipside, produce at farmers’ markets is at your fingertips within hours of being harvested. Picked at their peak of freshness, they have the highest possible amount of vitamins and minerals. They taste better and are better for you.

There is a big push these days to eat organic, non-GMO items, and much of the produce at farmers’ markets fits the bill. These items are better for you and the environment. Plus, eating healthier today may end up saving you future health care costs. Likewise, eating seasonally has shown to be a healthier way of life. Since you’ll only find in-season produce at farmers’ markets, you’ll have no problem sticking to a seasonal and healthy diet.

Now that we know how we benefit from shopping at farmers’ markets, let’s talk about how the farmers benefit. Mainly, there is a huge financial benefit to farmers by selling directly to you, the customer. Farmers’ markets allow them to forego using and paying a middleman (a.k.a. food broker) to distribute and sell their produce. They don’t have to utilize refrigeration and storage facilities that can cost a lot of money; rather, they harvest their produce and take their goods straight to the markets. Money comes in directly from the consumer, into their hands, and invested back into their farms and communities.

Farmers, like any creative artist, take pride in their work. They want you to experience eating their produce at its peak freshness and taste. So when you buy an apple from a farmer and swoon over how delicious it is, it’s so much more rewarding for them than handing over their apples to a large distributor.


A Little History

Most archival sources credit Boston, Massachusetts as being home to the first US farmers’ market in 1634. Today, there are over 8,600 markets across the United States with the most located in California and New York. A list of national farmers’ markets can be found on the USDA website.*





*www.ams.usda.gov/local-food-irectories/farmersmarkets
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Why Organic

Not very long ago, buying organic foods required a real effort to find farmers raising their crops and livestock without chemicals, antibiotics, or genetic modification. Consumers had few choices, mainly consisting of farmers’ markets and a few natural food stores. Supermarket chains weren’t an option as their production volumes increased to meet the expanding consumer needs for lower prices and greater quantity. Large farms grew even larger and leveraged anything they could to ensure higher yields, longer shelf life, and resistance to damage and disease. Small farms came under greater pressure to expand or sell to the point where making money raising and selling organic products became almost impossible.

Growing health consciousness and concerns about the effects of chemicals, drugs, and genetic modifications started to weigh heavily on the public mind at the end of the last century and continued to blossom in the new millennium. The U.S. government began to require detailed nutritional labeling in 1990, allowing consumers to see what was in the food they were buying and thus giving the consumer a larger, more powerful role in purchasing decisions. Presently, finding organic food in every category has become a much easier task in both urban and rural communities.

Those few small organic farms and ranches began to expand as demand slowly increased. Larger companies realized the opportunity and invested in methods to raise more organic products or to acquire more experienced independent providers. What started as a small but determined practice has become mainstream.

For many people, finding delicious and increasingly affordable organic food is becoming easier. The big supermarket chains have allowed all of us to find a range of food. Companies such as Whole Foods and Sprouts continue to lead the expansion of organic produce. They have helped to ignite further acceptance by retailers both large and small, boosting supply to match consumer demand.

The decision every person must make is whether buying organic food, even at a slightly higher price, will make them healthier and happier and even extend their life. Evidence continues to support that living organically is a lifestyle worth everyone’s effort. Whether you choose only certain food categories or indulge across the board, it will certainly bring meaningful benefits.


SPRING
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Seasonal Produce (March–June)

Apricots

Artichokes

Asparagus

Avocado

Blueberry

Casaba Melon

Cherries

Chives

Collard Greens

Endive

Fava Beans

Fiddlehead Ferns

Lettuce

Limes

Loquats

Mango

Maple Syrup

Mint

Morels

Mustard Greens

Navel Orange

Nectarines

Peaches

Peas

Pineapple

Plums

Pluots

Radishes

Ramps

Rhubarb

Strawberries

Vidalia Onions

Watercress
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Recipes

Mango Mousse

Maple Crème Caramel

Rhubarb Mint Ice Cream

Rhubarb Cardamom Cake

Peach Dumplings

Peach Cobbler

Navel Orange Rosemary Sorbet

Cherry Ice Cream Sandwiches

Stone Fruit Tarts

Grilled Peaches and Cream Cake

White Peach and Cherry Crumble

Apricot Peach Crostata

Roasted Apricot Sherbet

Strawberry Rhubarb Pie

Nectarine Tart

Fruitcake 2.0
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Mango Mousse

MAKES 4 SERVINGS
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1 teaspoon powdered gelatin

2 tablespoons water

2 medium mangos, ripe

½ teaspoon fresh lemon juice

5 tablespoons sugar

½ cup yogurt (I prefer Fage)

This delicious mousse pays homage to Mango Lassi, the popular yogurt drink of India. Use very ripe mangos to get the best flavor. With only five ingredients, the mousse comes together pretty quickly. Just make sure to give the mousse enough time to set up in the refrigerator before serving.

Directions

Sprinkle the gelatin over 1 tablespoon water and set aside to soften.

Use a peeler to remove the mango skins. Cut the fruit into small pieces and place in a blender along with the lemon juice. Purée until smooth.

Add the softened gelatin to a small pot over medium heat along with sugar and another tablespoon of water. Stir until the sugar and gelatin have dissolved. Pour into the blender and pulse to incorporate. Strain the mixture into a large bowl and use a whisk to fold in the yogurt. Pour mousse into 4 individual ramekins, cover with plastic, and let set up in refrigerator for at least 2 hours before serving.
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Maple Crème Caramel

MAKES 1 (1½-QUART) DISH (4–6 SERVINGS)
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½ cup sugar

3 tablespoons water

½ cup maple syrup

1 cup whole milk

1 cup heavy cream

Pinch of salt

4 large egg yolks

1 large egg

This crème caramel is the perfect dessert to make in early spring during maple syrup season. The maple flavor in this dessert is evident yet not overpowering. I love serving this dessert slightly warmed with some gingersnap cookies.

Directions

Stir together the sugar and 3 tablespoons water in a small pot over high heat. Remove from heat. Continue to boil the mixture until it reaches a dark golden brown. Immediately pour the sugar into a 1½-quart baking dish. Tilt the dish to spread the sugar all over the bottom and set aside.

Preheat the oven to 350°F. Place a baking dish (larger than the dish you are baking the crème caramel in) on the middle rack and fill it 2 inches deep with water.

Add the maple syrup, milk, cream, and salt to a medium pot and bring to a boil over high heat. Remove from heat. Whisk the yolks and egg in a large bowl. Whisk a ladleful of the hot milk mixture into the eggs. Repeat until all the milk is incorporated. Strain the mixture into the prepared baking dish. Cover with foil and poke 5 holes on top to allow steam to escape. Carefully place the dish into the water bath. Bake until the custard is soft and wiggly (look for the Jell-O jiggle), about 1½ hours. Let the crème caramel set up in the refrigerator overnight.

When ready to serve, dip the bottom half of the crème caramel dish in hot water for 15 seconds. Dip a paring knife in the hot water and run it along the inside rim to loosen the sides. Flip out the custard onto a serving dish with raised edges.




Rhubarb Mint Ice Cream

MAKES 4 SERVINGS
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2 cups rhubarb, small diced

1⅓ cups sugar

1 teaspoon water

2 cups whole milk

¼ teaspoon salt

5 mint sprigs

4 large egg yolks

1 cup sour cream

Rhubarb and mint combine to make this delicious and unique ice cream. The earthy mint hits you first, followed by the sweet rhubarb. The delicious tang of sour cream comes across your palette at the end, perfectly tying all the flavors together.

Directions

Add the rhubarb, ⅓ cup sugar, and 1 teaspoon water to a pot and cook over medium heat until softened, about 6 to 8 minutes. Transfer rhubarb to a clean bowl and set aside to cool.

In the same pot, bring the milk, remaining sugar, and salt to just a boil over high heat. Remove from heat, add the mint sprigs, cover, and let steep for 10 minutes.

Remove the mint and re-warm the milk over medium heat. Place the yolks in a large bowl and slowly whisk in a cup of the hot milk. Return the yolk mixture to the pot and whisk in well. Continue stirring over medium heat until the mixture begins to thicken. Remove from heat and whisk in the sour cream. Strain the mixture into a clean container, stir in the cooked rhubarb, and place uncovered in the refrigerator until completely cool. Churn in an ice cream maker and store in freezer.
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Rhubarb Cardamom Cake

MAKES 1 (9X5X3-INCH) LOAF
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½ cup whole milk

8 cardamom pods, crushed

1-inch piece of ginger, peeled and thinly sliced

2–3 rhubarb stalks

1¼ cups sugar

1 cup unsalted butter, soft

1 tablespoon Cointreau or orange liqueur

1 teaspoon vanilla extract

4 large eggs

2 cups all-purpose flour

1½ teaspoons baking powder

1 teaspoon salt

Sugar for sprinkling

The texture and shape of this cake is similar to a pound cake, but what makes it so much more is the gorgeous red sweet-tart rhubarb on top and the hidden layers of soft rhubarb in the middle. This cake is lightly flavored with cardamom, ginger, and orange liquor. April is the perfect month to make this stunning cake.

Directions

Preheat oven to 350°F. Place a baking sheet on the middle rack (you will bake the cake on this tray). Grease a 9x5x3-inch loaf pan and line the bottom and sides with parchment paper. Set aside.
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