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PO Box 124

N. Egremont, MA  01252

(413) 528-1952
August 18, 2009

Hello Farm Girl Farmers—

“Is this just a thunderstorm or is this the hurricane we’re supposed to be getting?” one of my restaurant customers asked me the other day as I was making my delivery.  “Hurricane? Um, I hadn’t heard about the hurricane,” I confessed, feeling a bit less than a farmer for not knowing of a major weather event such as this one.

The chef and I just looked at each other half panic stricken, and then laughed helplessly  “I guess its hurricane season in New England now,” she said.  

What will they think of next?

Its been the coldest, hottest, wettest, driest season I’ve been through, and at this point I’ve pretty much stopped keeping track.  The amazing thing, to me, still a relatively new farmer, is how resilient so many of the vegetable crops are.  After all the rain, all the cold grey days, I expected much less than eggplant enough to feed an army, and summer squash that just doesn’t know when to quit.  Two weeks ago, from the looks of things, our cucumbers were about to poop out, but with just a week or so of heat, we’re seeing new growth on the vines and new blossoms.  The melon vines have plumped up, along with the melons themselves.  Fantastic!  

But its still one step forward, two steps back…on the phone with a farmer friend last night I chirped “Hey!  How’s it going!”  He said, “Well, I’ll tell you how its going…” and he launched into an elaborate painting of a scene from a movie—a spoof on Bill Clinton, I can’t recall the name of the film right now.  I wasn’t entirely following this backstory, although I did find it noteworthy that my farmer friend seemed to be comparing himself to the former President.  Finally, the punchline:  “And Bill said, [mock Southern accent], ‘Ah just cain’t catch a break.’” Ah, yes, the bittersweet reality of this season.  He explained, “It rained 6 inches in 30 minutes tonight, and all my fall sowings are washed away,” he said.  “More bad timing, more bad luck, another bad decision,” he berated himself.  Very discouraging.

The silver lining of all of this weather drama is that I feel, well, weathered.  Like I’ve faced some fears—my non-farming friends always asked me, “what if the weather just S*CKS one season, what  would you do then?  How do you feel about having a job that is so dependent on things out of your control, they ask.  Isn’t is stressful to not be able to control the outcome?”  I always shook off those questions.  “I just can’t think that way,” I always answered.  “Something always works out.”  Now I’ve been forced to live through the unfolding of these troubling questions and answers, and, yes, something always does work out.

Enjoy.

--LM

VEGGIE NOTES

Eggplant Parmesan

Mark Bittman

6 servings

Time: About 1 hour, longer if you choose to salt the eggplant.

Though this is really a dish in which the eggplant loses some of its identity, it's as gooey and filling as lasagne (though it's equally good without the mozzarella), and more flavorful. If you use Broiled Eggplant Slices in this dish, you can skip sautéing the eggplant.

Other vegetables that work: Zucchini (cut lengthwise).

INGREDIENTS

• 2 medium-to-large eggplant (2 to 3 pounds total)

• Salt

• Olive oil as needed

• Flour for dredging

• Freshly ground black pepper

• 2 cups Fast Tomato Sauce (page XXX)

• 1/2 pound grated mozzarella cheese, about 2 cups (optional)

• 1 cup freshly grated Parmesan cheese, plus more if you omit the mozzarella

• About 30 basil leaves

DIRECTIONS

1. Peel the eggplant if the skin is thick or the eggplant is less than perfectly firm. Cut it into 1/2-inch-thick slices and salt it if you like.

2. When you're ready to cook, heat the oven to 350 F. Put about 3 tablespoons of olive oil in a large skillet and turn the heat to medium. When the oil is hot (a pinch of flour will sizzle), dredge the eggplant slices, one at a time, in the flour, shaking off the excess. Put in the pan, but do not crowd; you will have to cook in batches. Cook for 3 or 4 minutes on each side, until nicely browned, then drain on paper towels. Add some pepper to the slices as they cook, as well as some salt if you did not salt the eggplant. Add more oil to the skillet as needed.

3. Lightly oil a baking dish, then spoon a little of the tomato sauce into it. Top with a layer of eggplant, then a thin layer of each of the cheeses, and finally a few basil leaves. Repeat until all the ingredients are used up, reserving some of the basil for garnish. End with a sprinkling of Parmesan.

4. Bake for 20 to 30 minutes, or until the dish is bubbling hot. Mince the remaining basil and sprinkle over the top. Serve hot or at room temperature.

Eggplant Layered with Vegetables 

More in the style of Eastern European dishes: Steps 1 and 2 remain the same. When you remove the eggplant from the oil, sauté 1 carrot, peeled and diced; 2 red bell peppers, cored, seeded, and diced; 20 cloves garlic, peeled; 2 stalks celery, trimmed and chopped; and 1 large onion, diced — all until fairly soft, about 10 minutes. In Step 3, omit the cheese and basil, and layer the eggplant and tomato sauce with the cooked vegetables and a liberal amount of chopped parsley. Bake as above.

