
One of the glories of living by the Salish Sea is that we can enjoy
all the seasons without having to live the extremes. It also
means we can share the experience of cultures and places
around the world so that in winter we think north and as
summer approaches we think south. With food it is different;
for many years we have been persuaded to adopt the
supermarket approach where it is every season, every day.
Locally grown food on the islands, however, does make an
interesting story and many of the foods we take for granted
have a long and venerable history, the knowledge of which can
add flavour, respect and not least a stimulus to know what it is
we feed our children. Here is an appetizer.

The broad bean (fava bean, Egyptian bean), just coming into
season, has been cultivated in Europe since neolithic times. It
was eaten by the Celts and Egyptians alike. One of many recipes
from the age of Cleopatra calls for lightly boiled fresh beans
tossed with honey, pepper, cumin and olive oil—were beans
ever so erotic? Alas, the Romans agreed so they ate them nearly
every day and then complained of flatulence; ironic really.

As I write the apple trees are loaded with promise, clouds of
pink and white shimmer in the sun. This looks like a good year
and they too have been with us for at least ten thousand years.
Almaty, the ancient capital of Kazakhstan, is more properly
called Alma Ata—the City of Apples. Apples were carried back
to Europe by Alexander in the second century BC, then
popularized by the Romans who developed more than twenty
varieties to suit the varied climates of the empire. The Romans
are also credited with inventing apple pie. The cinnamon-
spiced version we are familiar with today is an Elizabethan
invention possible only after the invention of the castiron stove
and oven. My favourite, however, is the classic French Tarte
Tatin: a low-cal variety where you chop crisp, tart apples, throw
them in a heavy iron skillet and fry them in butter and sugar,
top with a flaky pastry and bake the whole thing, skillet and all,
in a hot oven until crisp and golden. Eaten hot with lashings of
sweet cream; in Paris it was the mainstay of Maxim’s dessert
menu for years.

We all grow at least a pot of cherry tomatoes on the deck
each summer, if only to impress week enders. But their black-
skinned cousins, the eggplant or aubergine, has an exotic
history. Cultivated in India in the fifth century BCE, there are

hundreds of varieties still extant throughout southern Asia.
They became a culinary mainstay during the Arabian Empire
hence its ubiquity in the middle east. The French sounding
name, aubergine, is a corruption of the Arabic name, while
eggplant, refers to a white variety popular in seventeenth
century France and England, where it was cooked in white wine
and honey. 

Speaking of the seventeenth century: that was when broccoli
was invented, literally. Flowering cabbage tops have been a
spring treat since the stone age, but breeding and hybridizing
plants from around the world was a seventeenth century
creation—witness Dutch tulips. 

And so it came to be that these bizarre flowering cabbages
were created for the London market where from about 1680
you might find as many as forty varieties in a range of colours.
To make hot broccoli salad you very lightly steamed the tops
until they turn bright green, pink, blue or yellow, depending on
the variety, tossed them quickly in hot bacon fat until the
sizzling stopped, after which you sprinkled with cider vinegar
and ate them hot and crisp with a glass of beer. Sam Pepys was
known to order this dish with a plate of lobster for an after
theatre supper.

Basil is everybody’s favourite summer herb though
historically it was considered risqué if not downright
dangerous. The name is a simplification of the Greek
basilikum, meaning that it could only be eaten by kings.
Growing wild in the upper Nile valley of Ethiopia it was traded
with the Egyptians and later the Arabs who took it to India. In
1662, Dr Culpeper described it as ‘an herb of Mars, and... carried
a kind of virulent quality with it’ and that it also ‘helps the
deficiency of Venus,’ though he doesn’t say how.

The classic fig grows well in this region and has been
cultivated for at least six thousand years. Probably coming from
Arabia where it grows wild, the ancient Sumerians traded dried
figs since its high sugar content make it easy to preserve.
Columbus carried roots of fig trees on his first voyage in 1492
and introduced it to the West Indian islands. In France,
Holland and England fig trees were planted along old castle
walls where they thrived sometimes for hundreds of years. The
Spanish introduced them to California in 1769 from whence
they migrated North. A Roman recipe calls for placing a ham in
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a pot, covering it with dried figs, bay leaves and honey, topping
with a paste made of flour and olive oil and baking slowly for
several hours before a fire.

The ubiquitous lettuce seems to have been first cultivated by
the Egyptians some five thousand years past where it was
sufficiently revered to be included in tomb paintings. Certainly
they were grown along the Nile valley and later across North
Africa and the middle east (the climate was wetter in those days).
Only modern lettuce varieties have round heads, shelf-life and
blandness. Early lettuces were grown for their stalks and
flavoured leaves. The milky sap extracted from the stalks is a

soporific and a source of laudanum so the Romans ate their
lettuce salads at the end of the meal to induce sleep. In the
sixteenth century Queen Elizabeth 1st developed the habit of
eating salads as an appetizer, a practice we still use today. 

If you have an abundant crop this year, one of many popular
ways to cook lettuce is to hollow out the centre, stuff it with
game such as pigeon or quail, tie it tightly and braise it in soup
stock with white wine and sweet herbs.

If we are what we eat then multicultural is an
understatement. Bon appetit!  0
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