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THE (CONCERNED) CHEF IN WINTER

CAN A PARSNIP SAVE THE WORLD?

BY ALEX LOUD

If you look to the produce aisle at your local supermarkert for an an-
swer to this question, that answer is likely to be no—and a re-
suunding no at that. Almost inevitably, the parsnip is one of those
sad vegetables you see piled at the end of the aisle as more an ex-
pression of the grocery manager’s commitment to product diversity
than an actual expectation of demand. Even in coldest February,
as plastic buckets of Chilean strawberries fly off the shelves and
bags of incongruously spring-like baby lettuce fill shopping carts,
the parsnips sit decrepitating alongside the rutabagas, as unloved
as Ted Kennedy at a NASCAR race.

If, however, you ask Tony Maws whether or not a parsnip can
save the world, he might just have a different answer for you. The
acclaimed chef and owner of Craigie Street Bistrot in Cambridge,
Maws practices a philosophy of cooking that is as grounded in the
New England seasons as it is in impeccable French technique. Un-
like most restaurants where the chef may craft a few specials each
day, Maws constructs his whole menu based on the quality of the
products available to him from a number of local farms and small-
scale distributors every morning. If he approves of the squash on
Tuesday, they'll be on the menu. If on Wednesday he thinks theyre
past-peak, he'll craft his entrees without them.

Needless to say, while this rigorous focus on quality has won
Maws numerous accolades from both local and national media, it
is a lot of work—and all the moreso in winter when New England’s
farm production slows to a trickle and many of his farmers spend
their days repairing equipment and taking odd jobs to pay the bills.
Still, Maws pursues his philosophy with the same zeal at New Year’s
as he does on Labor Day. “We do not serve tomatoes in January,”
he told me. “We do not serve mesclun in January. Period.”

[nstead he coaxes extraordinary meals from the humblest ingre-
dients; storage crops which farmers can cellar for much of the win-
ter: onions, potatoes, carrots, rutabaga, sunchokes and parsnips.
Coupling these with hardy cold-resistant greens like savoy cabbage
and kale as well as deeply-earthy mushrooms and an array of veg-
ctables judiciously pickled and preserved during the summer,
Maws crafts sublime plates that not only satisfy his customers’ ap-
petites but also his own sense of rightness, his sense of what makes
a winter meal different from a summer meal and, of course, his
sense of trying to preserve what's important to him about New
England.

When I asked if he ever feels pressure to, say, import strawberries
in February because other restaurants do, Maws responded with a
question: “Why do we have to succumb to other people’s percep-
tions of what we should be serving?” Foods grown by small farm-
ers who emphasize quality above quantity, he explained, simply
taste better than anything being flown in by the grand multi-na-
tional agricultural conglomerates. And if working with those small
farmers, be they in New England or Georgia, means he cannot
have out-of-season strawberries, then so be it. “In my job,” he

said, “I have a personal responsibility to make unfamiliar foods
taste good, but that doesn’t mean I have to serve bad tomatoes in
winter.”

Our Perception of the Orange

The question of perception that Maws raises is an interesting one.
[t is only in the years since World War II that the explosion of air
travel and industrial agriculture have allowed humans to truly
short-circuit the inconvenient shifting of the sun from north to
south and back again each year. Peaches, corn and tomatoes are
now available 365 days a year in most markets in America. Foods
that were once considered extraordinarily exotic have become
pedestrian—and, more often than not, just plain bad. Witness
the orange. Once so rare, a single one was commonly given as a
Christmas gift across Europe. What is that same orange today?
Chances are, it’s a flavorless orb selected less for taste than its ability
to travel long distances in the back of a truck without rotting. And
far from being exotic, you can pick up one of these waxy paper-
weights day or night at the local Store 24 for 69 cents.

The notion of the orange as a holiday extravagance is not, how-
ever, lost on James and Robert Lionette, two of Boston’s most pas-
sionate advocates for local food. Every year since they were
children, they have each received a single orange from their parents
in their Christmas stocking, When Robert related this to me as we
sat in the office at Lionette’s in the South End, he did so with a
modesty that suggested he didn’t want it to seem quaint. Far from
it, I think this says volumes about why he and his brother have
made the choices they have in running their market and its partner
restaurant, the Garden of Eden.

Working with more than 90 local farmers from New England,
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