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FOREWORD


Island settlements must of necessity be self-sustaining. A sturdy population draws its nourishment not only from the soil but from the surrounding sea that separates it from the mainland. It is from such thrifty, salty independence that the cooking of Martha’s Vineyard has evolved—cooking that, as this newest edition of The Martha’s Vineyard Cookbook proves, remains perennially relevant.


Nostalgia aside, there is much to be learned from the examples of a simpler, less industrialized era and the contributions of this island’s original Wampanoag Indian inhabitants, especially now that high priority has been given to protecting the environment and managing the resources of land and sea. Reflecting these concerns, the recipes herein make good use of less common ingredients—fish such as tautog, shellfish such as Jonah crabs, and wild plants that yield rose hips and daylily buds.


At the same time, who could not be tempted by a bowl of thick chowder? Rum tea or Max Eastmans daiquiris? Or the wealth of homey fruit crumbles and pies? This book’s thoughtful text has always honored these as well as the wholesome delicacies that vacationing urbanites have only recently started to appreciate: fish right off the boat, corn freshly picked from a farm, and blackberries gathered with care.


Attitudes toward proper diet have certainly shifted in the ten years since this satisfying volume was last published. But anyone on speaking terms with a few burners and a fridge is probably capable of adjusting a recipe like the one for eels with herbs, for example, by replacing half a stick of butter with a little olive oil.


What makes this cookbook so compelling is that it has always offered recipes for the likes of eel. And beach plums. And mussels. And herbal teas. The lashing of butter and cream or generous dicings of salt pork are matters of style, not substance. So, too, is the inevitable pesto that is now suggested for anointing a thick fillet of striped bass.


More recipes for salads and vegetables have been included to cater to contemporary tastes. Equally welcome is the seductive glimpse of the West Tisbury Farmers’ Market, which was actually started nearly sixty years ago, faltered, and was subsequently revived in 1974 to become a thriving weekly enterprise that offers a microcosm of island food and society.


Gently revising The Martha’s Vineyard Cookbook every decade appears to have become yet another durable tradition of the island. Which leads to speculation about what the cookbook might be like ten years hence, after the turn of the century. Surely it will continue to evolve as food habits shift. But the basic ingredients that sustain island appetites are likely to remain, continuing to reflect a heritage that reaches back some 400 years.




—Florence Fabricant
 Food Columnist
The New York Times
 1993






FOREWORD


Add ten years to a volume of recipes already as well aged in wisdom and practicality as these, and the extra decade is nothing much—except as it may represent absence from kitchens where it ought to be but isn’t because the first edition was sold out. It is ten years since the hardcover Martha’s Vineyard Cookbook came out, and here is the subtler and a bit more pliable edition in paper covers, certain of the welcome it will have.


Along with most of maritime New England, Martha’s Vineyard has been a victim of the misguided impression that its cooks were chiefly inclined to the overcooking of vegetables, monotonous preparation of the stoutest foods, and a Puritanical avoidance of delicacy and imagination. In spite of evidence to the contrary, these assumptions have persisted. They have persisted to such an extent that the present cookbook brought not only revelation but some of revelation’s best delights—in this case the mouth-watering delights that lie beyond expectation.


It is true that Vineyard housewives could make sea voyage gingerbread that would last well around Cape Horn and into the Pacific or even into the Arctic; and it is true that a biting northeaster and a hard day’s work on the water would assist the ingestion of a hearty eel stifle. But times have changed, old exigencies have been completely relaxed, and today’s eel stifle may be put down as a gourmet dish. Yes—read what it says here. Or, for variety, here is an invitation to eels with herbs, including sage, rosemary, thyme, and so on. Who, ten years ago, would have expected so much?


Half a century ago swordfish was hardly known in the important markets with the exception of Boston. Vineyard recipes helped in the missionary spread of swordfish fame, now far flung; and there are imaginative ways to cooking swordfish. Nobody wants to be in a rut when there are inviting possibilities to explore.


If, besides the resourcefulness exhibited in these pages, resulting in so wide a range of choice, there is a characteristic emphasis, it lies not in any stuffiness of tradition, but in basic excellence with chowders, shellfish, and seafood generally, and in the rewarding use of the Island’s bounty—windfall apples, elderberries and elder flowers, cranberries, wild grapes, beach plums, blackberries, beach peas, Irish moss, and so on. Not to be overlooked is the contribution in such diverse forms as Easter bread and linguica, which came by sea in the whaling era of the past century. So it is that a hint runs from first to last of the savor provided by blown spray, insular kinship, and the lean paradox of the Vineyard’s own soil.


—Henry Beetle Hough
Editor
Vineyard Gazette


1983
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INTRODUCTION


A cookbook about Martha’s Vineyard, the picturesque island lying 5 miles south of the heel of Cape Cod, could well be a New England cookbook. Or it could be a seafood cookbook, describing ways to prepare the fish and shellfish that live in the Islands ponds and in the salt waters that encircle it. Vineyarders do use these foods from the sea—and have for the 300-odd years since the Island acquired its present name: “Martha’s” after the daughter of one of the first settlers, Bartholomew Gosnold; “Vineyard” because of the profusion of wild grapevines that still blanket large sections of the Island’s interior.


But today’s Vineyarders draw on an expanded heritage in preparing their meals. Some of their recipes, like a simple but satisfying cornmeal mush (called Hasty Pudding), were used by the Wampanoag Indians who hunted and trapped amongst the riches of the Island long before the white man moved in. Some were brought in by the Portuguese fishermen who signed on with the Edgartown whalers when they stopped off at the Azores and the Cape Verde Islands and who returned with the ships to settle and prosper in the quiet Island towns. Other dishes have English or Scottish origins and were prepared by the wives of the whaling captains and other early settlers, whose descendants still live in the proud white houses with their widow’s walks. And much of their food came, as some still does, from the Island’s own riches—the meadows and woodlands, the Great Ponds, and the smaller freshwater ponds.


New England ways of cooking are traditional on the Vineyard, but individual adaptations have crept into the lore, and an Island chowder—or stifle, or blueberry pudding—will taste a little different from one made in Boston, or even one made on Cape Cod. Of course, we may be prejudiced. Fish straight off the boats at Menemsha, the farmers’ first sweet corn, summer’s first blueberry pie, a delectable chowder made from the unappetizing creatures your children dug out of the primeval black muck of a Great Pond—this is Vineyard fare that somehow would never taste the same “off-Island.”


Ecology—the relation of organisms to the environment—has become a primary concern in populated areas throughout the world. Preserving a delicate balance between man and nature is vital on the Vineyard, whose boundaries are defined forever by the sea. The Great Ponds must remain saline and unpolluted to maintain the fish and shellfish that inhabit them, valuable sources of food and income. There must be farmers to plant and land for them to plant on, space for cows and sheep to graze and poultry to range, if the Island is to survive in the way its residents want it to survive. Vulnerable to two vastly different but almost equally threatening forces—the sea that ravages its coastline and developers who have begun to ravage its beauty—Martha’s Vineyard is constantly struggling to sustain its environmental heritage.


Evidence of this struggle becomes more pronounced and more disturbing every year, even though everything that could negatively affect the Vineyards welfare is constantly monitored by one committee or another. Now the Island’s animal and plant life are experiencing continuous pressure because of the ongoing fragmentation of their habitats by unending development.


Of course, an ever-expanding population means ever-increasing quantities of refuse that must be disposed of. No longer do residents drive to what used to be called dumps to toss their own trash on the heap or to scrounge for treasures. Nor is someone arriving at one of the strictly regulated land-fills likely to discover, as someone did one summer evening years ago in Chilmark, a lady down in the pit perched on a crate in front of a decrepit upright piano energetically pounding out a hymn. But fortunately, despite many thorny issues, life for most of us who live here goes on pretty much as usual, though several ongoing problems intensify each summer when the Island’s population swells as high as 75,000 from its off-season figure of around 16,000.


And there have been some promising developments during the last decade. New farms have been established, some family-owned, some more extensive, such as the Farm Institute, a large, non-profit organization outside of Edgartown that offers diverse programs for people “from two up.” The smaller farms produce and market a wide variety of products that along with a very active conservation movement help to sustain the Island’s agricultural heritage.


It was gratifying to be asked to put together a revised edition of this book in 1993 and again in 2000. It was a new challenge to produce this fourth edition, in which there is an addition to the chapter on Portuguese and Brazilian cookery and a new chapter on African-American cookery, as well as a number of pertinent new recipes in most of the other chapters.


Otherwise, despite minor updates necessitated by the passage of time, the bulk of the book remains the same, since we feel it still reflects the essence of this very special place. We are of course deeply grateful to the many people who helped us with this latest edition of our cookbook.


A final note: There are some of us who will always think of the Up-Island town of Aquinnah as Gay Head (the name was changed in 1998). We decided to leave our Gay Head references intact, not in defiance of the law, but for nostalgic reasons.
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Chowder, if built with due respect for both clock and calendar, improves with age. In many chowder recipes one encounters the phrase “remove to back of stove,” and there is a good deal of eloquence there. On the back of the stove is where much of the perfection comes in.


—Vineyard Gazette





[image: ]


The word chowder probably derives from the French word chaudière, meaning an iron pot. On their native islands of Guernsey and Jersey, the Channel Islanders who settled along the north shore of Massachusetts more than 300 years ago had long combined food from the sea with the rich milk from their cows in the iron pots they used for cooking. Other settlers in the new land, after sampling this delightful combination, soon were concocting chowders from whatever base they had at hand, applying the resourcefulness and ingenuity long identified with the New England housewife. Besides all types of seafood—fish, clams, lobsters, scallops, shrimp, oysters, and eels—chicken, beefsteak, corn, potatoes, parsnips, even eggs went into the pot with the bread, onions, and milk. Tomatoes, however, used instead of milk in the chowders made farther south, have always remained anathema in the chowders of New England.


In early days corn was the staple of the Vineyard diet through the winterbound months, and early chowders were a thin corn gruel to which was added fish, eels, shellfish, or some sort of meat. Potatoes in place of bread, now traditional in the chowders of Martha’s Vineyard, are said to have been introduced by one John Pease, who came from Salem, Massachusetts, to settle in Edgartown around 1656. He had eaten potatoes in the Virginia colony, and one lean fall, when Vineyard grain crops had been devastated by flocks of wild fowl (probably wild pigeons), he begged a few potatoes from the trading vessels that moved along the eastern coast and tried them in his chowder—with historic results. Later, salt pork was added to fill out and enrich the chowders when clams were poor in flavor; it too became traditional. On the Vineyard, the browned bits of salt pork are often left in the finished chowder as they were 300 years ago, not removed as they usually are in mainland chowders.


Chowders, like stews and other dishes developed when cooking was a pleasurable and time-consuming art, do need to be “built” with care and allowed time to mellow. Vineyard housekeepers, working in the same houses or homesites as their whaling-wife or Wampanoag (the Indian tribe native to the Vineyard, a branch of the Algonquians) ancestors, today use blenders, electric stoves, and freezers to prepare and preserve their chowders. But, to quote a letter written by the grandmother of a present-day West Tisbury cook, chowder is still “better the second day than the first, and the third day than the second, if it lasts that long.”


There are many chowders, all structured the same way. We have included only the ones that we consider most indigenous to the Island. Following the procedures detailed in the Basic Recipe on page 4, you can concoct your own. Or see what you can produce from this list for a salt-pork chowder, taken from the recipe book of a “Boston Housekeeper” of 1854: salt pork, onions, sweet herbs, fresh sliced cod, biscuits, Madeira wine, Jamaican pepper, stewed mushrooms, oysters, and truffles. With this, we leave you on your own!


Vineyard Clam Chowder


The clams in this heartwarming, satisfying brew are known off-Island as steamers; quaintly enough, they are also named Nanny-Noses. This is the clam of New England; it is a soft clam, thin-shelled, with a projecting neck. Unlike its sturdier-flavored relative, the hard-shelled clam (known on the Vineyard as the “quahog,” from the longer, less pronounceable Algonquian Indian “p’quaughaug”), the steamer imparts a delicate, subtle sea flavor to chowder; the quahog produces a robustly aromatic dish. Vineyarders, like all New Englanders, without question imply the use of the soft clam when they set out to build a clam chowder.


The quahog, pronounced ko-hog and also spelled quahaug, finds its way into chowders, too. But the dish is then specifically labeled “quahog chowder.” Here on the Island a clam and a quahog are thought of as two very different bivalves. And so they are. The quahog in its youthful stages is recognized off-Island as the familiar little-neck or cherrystone clam. Then it is at its tender best, eaten raw on the half shell. Or the clams are broiled, with appropriate seasonings, as Clams Casino, for example (see page 54). Grown up and measuring 3 inches or more in diameter, the quahog is chopped or ground and forms the basic ingredient of quahog chowder.




Basic Recipe


1 quart shucked clams, including their liquor


¼ pound salt pork, cut into ½-inch dice


2 medium onions, chopped medium fine


4 medium potatoes, peeled, cut in ½- to ¾-inch dice (about 3 cups)


4 cups whole milk or 2 cups whole milk and 2 cups light cream


2 tablespoons butter


Salt to taste


¼ teaspoon freshly ground black pepper





Lift clams out of their liquor; this helps somewhat to drain off the sand. (Some cooks rinse the clams briefly in running water.) Strain the clam liquor through a strainer lined with cheesecloth or a clean dish towel; set aside. Coarsely chop the clam meat.


In a heavy kettle or Dutch oven, cook diced salt pork over moderate heat until crisp and golden. Remove the dice, drain on a paper towel, and set aside. Add the chopped onions to the fat in the kettle; cook slowly until tender and transparent. Add the diced potatoes, the strained clam liquor, and sufficient water to rise about 1 inch above the potatoes. Simmer, covered, until potatoes are tender, but don’t overcook them. Add the chopped clams; simmer a little longer—about 5 minutes. Add the reserved salt-pork bits; cook 5 minutes longer.


In a saucepan heat the milk with the butter over moderate heat; it must not boil. Add to the chowder kettle. Add salt to taste and the black pepper. (Salt may not be needed; if the clams are very fresh, they contribute considerable saltiness; so, too, the salt pork.) Remove the kettle from the heat immediately and allow the chowder to “ripen” at least an hour or two.


Reheat, uncovered, on low heat until the mixture begins to steam. It must not boil, or it will curdle. The use of a double boiler is recommended; set the top of the double boiler over, not in, boiling water. Remove from heat and serve immediately in heated bowls.


Optional: Vineyard cooks rarely thicken their chowders, thinking, with culinary justification, that the potatoes will bind the mixture sufficiently. If, however, you wish a thickened chowder, blend 3 tablespoons softened butter with 3 tablespoons flour; stir this mixture gradually into the chowder kettle several minutes before the heated milk is added. Stir over very low heat until chowder thickens slightly. Do not allow it to boil, or the mixture will curdle. If this happens, drain off the liquids and blend them in an electric blender 5 to 10 seconds. The result is a fully reconstituted mixture.


Note: Common crackers are traditionally served with chowders, usually split and soaked in milk, then added to each bowl of chowder. Toasted (see note about them under Fish Chowder on page 8), they make a good accompaniment, too. Legend has it that these crackers were first made in Massachusetts one hundred or more years ago by Artemus Kennedy, who baked them on the floor of a brick oven, then peddled them on horseback, using his saddlebags as containers. Today’s efficient methods of preparation and transportation make them available in any good grocery store.


Makes 8 to 10 portions.


Quahog Chowder


In New England we simply ask at the fish market for quahogs for chowder, and all is well. Elsewhere, however, it is prudent to request clams for this chowder, whereupon one receives the familiar hard-shelled bivalve, a grade or two larger than the cherrystone clam. This, the quahog, differs considerably in structure from the steamer clam. It ingests less sand than the steamer; there is less likelihood, therefore, of encountering those annoying particles.


Buy 1 quart of these clams, shucked. Lift them out of their liquor, chop them coarsely by hand or, using the coarse blade, put them through a food chopper. Put the liquid through a fine strainer lined with cheesecloth or a clean dish towel.


Proceed with the Basic Recipe (see page 4).


Makes 8 to 10 portions.
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Will Holtham’s Quahog Chowder




20 large quahogs, steamed open in 1 quart water (save broth)


¼ pound butter


¾ cup chopped onions


1 stalk celery


2 cloves of garlic, chopped


1 tablespoon chopped fresh dill


½ teaspoon dried thyme


3 pinches of black pepper


1 dash Tabasco sauce


2 dashes Worcestershire sauce


3 tablespoons flour


2 pints chopped sea clams from fish market (defrost if frozen)


4 or 5 large potatoes, peeled and diced


1 quart light cream





Thousands of cups of this rich, creamy chowder were served every summer at its creator’s busy Menemsha restaurant.


Chop quahogs after removing them from shells. Melt butter in heavy soup kettle or Dutch oven. Add onions, celery, garlic, dill, thyme, pepper, Tabasco sauce, and Worcestershire sauce. Sauté ingredients 5 to 6 minutes. Add flour and continue cooking for another 5 or 6 minutes over low heat, stirring occasionally. Add sea clams, chopped quahogs, and saved broth, and bring to a boil. Add potatoes and boil on medium heat until they are tender. Warm light cream and add it to chowder.


Makes 10 portions.





Fish Chowder


Among the chowders, fish chowder in particular invites experiment. If you already know the dish as made with the traditional cod or haddock, try making it with some other fish. John Pachico, longtime fish vendor on the Vineyard, recommended an elegant blending of swordfish and striped bass. Blackfish or black bass (known on the Vineyard as “tautog” and catchable from nearly any rocky shore) and filleted flounder, which Vineyarders call “sole,” are both good in any combination. This melding of various fish textures and tastes adds character to an already delicious dish. If a family fishing expedition leaves you with an assortment of fish you don’t quite know what to do with, have the fishermen clean and bone them, and toss them all in the chowder pot.




Fish Stock


Trimmings from a 4-pound cod or haddock or from 4 pounds of fish of choice (heads, bones, skin, tails)


Cold water to cover fish (or half bottled clam juice, half water)


3 or 4 stems fresh parsley


1 small onion, peeled, thinly sliced


½ carrot, cut into ¼-inch-thick circles (don’t bother to peel it)


1 small stalk celery


6-8 whole black peppercorns


1 tablespoon lemon juice


1 bay leaf


Salt to taste (less if using clam juice; as the clam juice cooks down, it gets saltier)





Off-Island, or if no one in your household wants to bother with catching or cleaning fish during your stay on the Vineyard, have your fish dealer fillet whatever fish you choose. Be sure to have him give you the bones, skin, heads, and tails for making your fish stock, the most important ingredient in this chowder. One Island fishmonger stews these trimmings in seawater, a masterful touch. If seawater for you means a trip to the East River or to some polluted bay, use bottled clam juice to make your stock, or settle for the water from your kitchen faucet.


Place these ingredients in a 4- to 6-quart kettle, preferably enamel or stainless steel, using enough cold water (or half clam juice, half water) to rise an inch or two above the surface of the fish trimmings. Bring to a boil; then, reducing heat to low, cook at a gentle simmer for ½ hour. Strain the stock through a fine strainer; reserve it.




The Chowder


¼ pound salt pork, cut in ½-inch dice


2 medium onions, chopped medium fine


4 medium potatoes, pared and cut in ½-inch dice (about 3 cups)


2 cups reserved fish stock


Raw fish, trimmed, boned, skinned, and cut in 2-inch chunks (at least 2½-3 pounds)


4 cups whole milk (or half milk, half light cream)


2 tablespoons butter


Salt to taste


¼ teaspoon freshly ground black pepper


Chopped parsley (optional)





Over moderate heat cook the salt-pork dice in a heavy 4- to 6-quart kettle or Dutch oven until crisp and golden. Remove the “cracklings,” drain on a paper towel, and reserve. Add the onions to the fat in the kettle; cook slowly until transparent. Add the diced potatoes and the reserved fish stock. There should be enough of this liquid to cover the potatoes by an inch or two. Add water, if necessary. Simmer the potatoes over low heat until tender. Do not overcook them. Add the cut-up fish and the reserved salt-pork cracklings, and cook very slowly 8 to 10 minutes. It is important not to overcook the fish; it is done when it flakes easily when pierced with a fork.


In a saucepan heat the milk with the butter; be careful not to let it boil. Add it to the chowder with salt to taste and the black pepper, and remove immediately from heat. Allow the chowder to “ripen” for at least an hour or two.


At serving time heat slowly and carefully so that the chowder does not boil, and serve immediately. The use of a double boiler is recommended; set the chowder over, not in, boiling water.


A garniture of chopped parsley may be sprinkled over the chowder in each serving bowl.


Note: The chowder may be thickened slightly with a paste of 3 tablespoons softened butter and 3 tablespoons flour, added to the chowder gradually a few minutes before the heated milk goes into the chowder kettle.


Traditional Island accompaniments: A dish of sour pickles and some common crackers or pilot crackers. Or try the common crackers split, soaked in hot water until soft, drained, spread with softened butter, and toasted under the broiler.


Makes 8 to 10 portions.


Henry Beetle Hough’s Chicken Chowder


When asked for his favorite recipe, Henry Beetle Hough, editor of the Vineyard Gazette, replied that he thought it was his mother’s recipe for chicken chowder. Quoted intact from a clipping he sent us from Gazette files for the year 1923, here is the recipe:


Following recent editorial discussion of chowder, several readers have requested a recipe for chicken chowder. The formula, an invaluable one, seems to deserve a place in this department. Accordingly, the recipe of a Vineyard housewife and cook of considerable reputation is given as follows:


Put three slices of salt pork into an iron kettle. One tablespoon of butter can be used instead. Remove the pork after it has cooked out. Slice in four or five onions and cook, but not long enough for them to brown. When onions are cooked, put in three pints of boiling water. Add one chicken, cut in pieces. Cook about two and a half hours, then slice in three or four potatoes. Cook about a half hour. Heat a quart of milk. Mix two tablespoons of flour together with enough cold water to make a thin paste. Stir together well, then add salt and pepper to taste, smooth out and add to milk. Bring milk to boil and add to ingredients in the kettle. Bring whole to a boil and then set on back of stove … and the concoction is as good or better the second day as it is the first.


The use of a good plump fowl is suggested.


Makes 6 to 8 portions.


Corn Chowder


Follow Basic Recipe (page 4), using 4 cups of corn (half cream-style, half whole-kernel) instead of clams. Use only 2 cups diced raw potatoes. Combine corn and potatoes and cook in 2 cups chicken stock instead of clam liquor and water. Reduce amount of milk from 4 cups to 3 cups.


Makes 6 to 8 portions.


Parsnip Chowder


Peel and cut into small chunks enough parsnips to make 3 cups. Follow Basic Recipe (page 4), using parsnips instead of clams. Reduce amount of potatoes to 2 cups. Cook vegetables in 2 cups chicken stock instead of clam liquor and water. Add only 3 cups heated milk. Garnish each portion with a sprinkle of chopped parsley.


Makes 6 portions.


Potato Chowder


Follow Basic Recipe (page 4) but eliminate clams. Cook potatoes in 2 cups of chicken stock instead of clam liquor and water.


Makes 4 to 6 portions.
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Whales, Tortoises, both on land and sea, Seales, Cods, Mackerel, Breames, Herrings, Thornbacke, Hakes, Rockefish, Dogfish, Lobsters, Crabbes, Muscles, Wilks, Cockles, Scallops, Oisters.


—Brereton (1602), quoted in Banks, History of Martha’s Vineyard


Alewife, Bass, Bluefish, Butterfish, Cod, Dogfish, Eel, Flounder, Goosefish, Haddock, Hake, Halibut, Mackerel, Marlin, Perch, Pollock, Puffer, Sculpin, Sea Robin, Scup, Shark, Shockfish, Skate, Skipjack, Smelt, Squeteague, Sting Ray, Sturgeon, Swordfish, Tautog, Tomcod, Toadfish, Trout, Tuna, Whiting.


—Compiled from Elvin, The Fishes of Martha’s Vineyard





Martha’s Vineyard has a long and honorable history of fishing and fishermen. The journal of the Gosnold expedition to the Island in March 1602 reports that the crew “had pestered our ship so with Cod fish that we threw numbers of them over-bord again.” The abundance of these fish gave the area its name—Cape Cod. Early records are full of references to fish and fishing. The Island Indians, hospitable from the beginning to the English adventurers, taught the new settlers ingenious methods for capturing this elusive but essential food; and many of the Island’s waters bear names deriving from the Indians’ use of them—Katamuck (Katama), a crab-fishing place, for instance, or Quanaimes (Quenames), the long-fish place.


Despite pollution, overcommercialization, and all the other hazards of our technological age, the magic and mystery of the primitive rituals involved in taking food from the sea still persist on the Island. Traps and nets are still spread out to dry behind the weatherworn houses of the fishermen; and be it fair weather or foul, the Unicorn and the Quitsa Strider chug through Menemsha Bight into the uncertain waters of the Sound and return with their holds heavy with glistening ground fish such as flounder, fluke, cod, haddock, and squid in season. Little boys dangle their lines from every bridge and dock on the Island, and in the fall the fires of the bass fishermen glimmer here and there on the misty beaches as the men cast their lines out into the dark water all through the night.


Proportionately, saltwater fish are of course more important and more abundant on and around the Vineyard than are freshwater fish. Many of the pretty landlocked ponds can yield up a good mess of shiny sunfish in a short time, however; and trout fishermen often net beautiful specimens of these sleek, spotted fighters in certain ponds or along the fresh, sparkling streams that traverse some parts of the Island.
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 {SWORDFISH} 


A summer on the Vineyard without a swordfish dinner is almost as unthinkable to some people as a summer on the Vineyard without trips to the beach is to others. Although those trawlers tied up at the Menemsha docks are still picturesque enough to be photographed by hundreds of tourists every summer, they no longer are adorned with those elongated masts with the high-up fish-spotting perch used to watch for swordfish. The Menemsha fleet no longer goes out for these huge fish, sometimes known as broadbill; most of what you see in local markets these days comes from Canada (including the harpooned variety, reputed to have better flavor and sold at premium prices).


Not surprisingly, swordfish, along with many other popular varieties, is being overfished, though it has not been classified as endangered. Highly migratory, when the waters of the North Atlantic begin to cool, they seek warmer waters where they can spawn.


But in waters wherever the North Atlantic swordfish are found, officials have realized during the last few decades that some sort of monitoring was essential to prevent further decline of these magnificent fish. In the United States, the industry is overseen by the National Marine Fisheries Service. Now fewer swordfish licenses are granted, quota allotments have been lowered, and the minimum size of keepers has been raised. Gradually, the worldwide population is increasing.


The sale of swordfish in this country virtually halted, however, when in 1971 the U.S. Food and Drug Administration found a high mercury count in some of the swordfish they checked. Nowadays, no swordfish in this condition is sold commercially, though people are still advised to limit their intake.


Most swordfish lovers on the Vineyard probably don’t dwell on the past, present, or future of their absolute favorite fish, and when they see glistening, pinkish slabs of it displayed in local markets, they buy one (not even cringing at the price), take it home, cook it, and relish every mouthful.





[image: ]


Charcoal-Broiled Swordfish




Swordfish, ⅓–½ pound per serving, cut at least 1½ inches thick


Marinade (see below)


Lemon wedges


Melted butter


Swordfish Marinade


1 cup vegetable oil


Juice of 2 lemons


2 tablespoons white-wine vinegar (optional)


1 teaspoon salt


⅛ teaspoon freshly ground black pepper


½ teaspoon dried basil (or 1 teaspoon chopped fresh basil or rosemary)


Very small pinch cayenne pepper


1 medium clove garlic, minced (optional)





Two factors are important here. First, the swordfish steaks should be marinated in an aromatic mixture of herbs, oil, lemon juice, and seasonings after being cut into serving-size portions. But, more important: Never, never purchase anything but the freshest swordfish. During the summer, this is usually not difficult if one lives in the North Atlantic states (though we, of course, feel Vineyard-bought swordfish is matchless). At the risk of antagonizing the frozen-food processors, we do not recommend frozen swordfish at any time.


Marinate fish pieces at least 4 hours, turning several times. Drain pieces well; broil over charcoal (or about 4 inches from broiler heat in your kitchen range) about 6 to 7 minutes on each side for ½-inch slices, or until fish begins to flake when tested with a fork. Serve with lemon wedges and pour a little melted butter over the top.


Note: The fish may be broiled on one side only—approximately 12 to 14 minutes.


Stir together all ingredients.


Makes about 1½ cups.





Skewered Swordfish




Swordfish Marinade (see page 17)


1 tablespoon soy sauce


1½–2pounds fresh swordfish, sliced 1 inch thick, cut into 24 cubes


24 medium-size mushrooms


16 small white onions, peeled and parboiled 5 minutes


2 large green peppers, cut into 24 1½-inch squares


16 cherry tomatoes


About ½ cup melted butter


Salt


Freshly ground black pepper


Fennel sprays (optional)





Prepare marinade, adding the soy sauce to the other ingredients. Marinate swordfish cubes at least 2 to 3 hours. Remove from marinade and drain well, then dry with paper towels. Preheat broiler to maximum. (A charcoal grill is preferable, and should be started about 20 minutes before swordfish is removed from marinade.)


Thread eight 10- to 12-inch skewers with fish and vegetables. Brush with melted butter and sprinkle with salt and pepper to taste. If you like, tie one or two fennel sprays lengthwise on each skewer.


Broil 5 to 6 minutes, turn skewers, broil another 5 to 6 minutes. Skewers may be brushed again with melted butter while cooking.


Makes 8 portions.
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 {STRIPED BASS} 


Two types of bass are found in Vineyard waters—the black bass (also called blackfish or tautog), which according to one Island fisherman is “by all odds the finest chowder fish,” and the more familiar “striper,” or striped bass. Concern that the venerable striper might be disappearing from the waters of the East Coast prompted the sponsors of the annual fall Martha’s Vineyard Striped Bass and Bluefish Derby in 1985 to disallow striped bass entries until its future is assured. Seven years later; huge bass were again being caught in quantity, to the delight of both fishermen and conservationists, and in the fall of 1992 the Derby committee voted to reinstate striped bass in the 1993 Derby. Anyone keeping an undersized bass is liable to a heavy fine.


The weighing-in station on the Edgartown docks remains a nightlong social center during Derby month, a place where pipes and cigars are chewed on as tales are swapped involving jigs, tides, favored beaches, bottoms crawling with skate, and of course the big one that got away. And when a seventy-five-year-old Chilmark woman hauled in a 54-pound striper back in the 1960s, another tale was added to the annals.


The fortunate fishermen who land the 40- and 50-pounders can feast on this noble, firm-fleshed fish, give chunks away to friends, and still have plenty to pile in the freezer for winter dinners. Most of us, though, have to buy our bass, all ready to be stuffed and baked or grilled in the backyard.








Baked Striped Bass with Herb Stuffing




3-4 pounds striped bass, cut into two fillets


Salt and freshly ground black pepper


3 or more tablespoons butter


½ cup chopped shallots or green onions (use some of green stems)


1 clove garlic, minced fine


½ cup finely chopped celery


½ cup coarsely chopped fresh mushrooms


1 tablespoon chopped fresh chervil (or 1 teaspoon dried)


½ teaspoon chopped fresh sage (or ¼ teaspoon dried)


½ teaspoon minced fresh summer savory (or ¼ teaspoon dried)


½ teaspoon minced fresh basil (or ¼ teaspoon dried)


¼ cup chopped fresh parsley (the Italian type is best)


1 cup dry white wine


5 slices whole-wheat bread, toasted and coarsely crumbled





Preheat oven to 400°F.


Rinse fish well under cold water, dry with paper towels, and rub with salt and pepper inside and out.


Over moderate heat melt butter in a heavy skillet; when butter foam subsides, add shallots or onions, garlic, and celery. Reduce heat and sauté about 5 minutes, or until vegetables are wilted. Stir occasionally. Add a little more butter if indicated. Turn heat to high, add mushrooms and cook 3 to 4 minutes more. Add chervil, sage, savory, basil, parsley, and ½ cup of the wine; stir well, reduce heat, and let simmer for several minutes.


Remove skillet from heat, stir in bread crumbs and grated cheese, lifting lightly with a fork to combine all ingredients. Additional salt and pepper may be added, if required. Allow mixture to cool slightly.


Place one fillet on a shallow baking pan lined with greased foil. If fish slabs are thick and it looks as though the dish would be unwieldy when assembled, lay two pieces of twine on pan first and use to tie stuffed fillets together. Use larger piece of fish for bottom, if they differ. Arrange stuffing neatly on top of fish, then lay second fillet on that. Press stuffing inward if needed to help hold it in place. Rub top of fish with olive oil and dust lightly with salt and pepper if desired. Optional salt-pork slices should be added at this point. Tie with twine if needed.
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