for
mellowness
and
tenderness,
blanch
cardoons
before baking

them.
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Bittersweet Secret: Cardoons

Dynamic taste, reminiscent of artichokes, makes this stalky vegetable
intriguing and fun. Catch them during their winter season.

he yard-long stalks you're stumbling upon

with increasing frequency in greenmarkets

and supermarkets are not atomic celery,
but cardoons, members of the thistle family. In
a back-to-the-future move, Americans are redis-
covering this ancestor of the modern artichoke,
and realizing that this ancient vegetable has an
incomparable bittersweet flavor. Savvy cooks are
simmering the juicy stalks until tender, and then
baking them into unique gratins, dressing them

CARDOON GRATIN WITH PARMESAN CHEESE

+ 1 head cardoons
- 1 cup coarsely: grated Parmigiano cheese
- 4 thsp butter

1.Bring a large pot of well-salted water (5 qt) to a relling boil. Trim the ribs of the
cardoons with a peeler, removing most of their fibrous, stringy backs. Boil the
ribs whale for 1520 min, until tender (the cardoons cut inte more beautiful
pieces from a cooked state). Transfer to a plate to cool.

2.Heat oven to 450°, Slice the cardoons on a narrow angle, to create elongated,
inch-wide, crescent-shaped pieces. Place them in a cassercle dish, and sprinkle
with cheese. Dot the top of the casserole with butter; bake until cheese on top

is melted and slightly browned.
Serves 8as a side dish

with vinaigrettes that highlight their herbal, but-
terv flavor and dipping them into lusty Italian dips
like bagna cauda.

Cardoons (also spelled “cardones”) convert from
a tough-looking plant into a velvety casserole in a
few simple steps. Once prepared, their sweetness
overtakes their inherent bitterness and they melt
in your mouth—as if Mother Nature captured the
flavor of an artichoke heart in a huge stalk of celery.
Chef Eve Felder, Associate Dean of Culinary Arts
at the CIA’'s Hyde Park
campus, prepares them
in the traditional ways
of the Tlalian country-
side where they origi-
nated. “There is noth-
ing finer on a chilly
evening than to have
warm anchovy and gar-
lic dip—bagna cauda—
with cardoons, fennel
and Belgian endive.”
This
d'oeuvre of Piedmont.

classic  hors
Italy, pairs flavors of
bold vegetables like car-
doons with briny tastes
of the sea, fruity olive
oil, and the spicy bite of
fresh garlic.

The
jagged-edged thistle is

five-foot-tall,

in the same family as
the artichoke, but it's
grown for its celery-like
ribs, not its flowering
top. Most people asso-
ciate the cardoon with
but

French and Spanish

Ttalian cuisine,

cuisines also prize it. In

Recipe: Mary Sue Milliken : : ==
U e Llm Bl e ancient times, its flow-
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ing tops were used to coagulate milk for cheese.
‘Today, cardoons are sold without those tops in fine
produce markets and many supermarkets.

What to Look For, How to Store
Shop for cardoons from winter through spring.
Don’t be discouraged by browning tips, where the
vegetable has been trimmed. When the plant’s
fernlike fronds are removed for packing, exposed
parts immediately turn brown, just like a cut
artichoke; this doesn’t affect flavor, however. But
feel the stalks with your hands: They must be
rigid. If they’ve begun to wilt, their flavor will
surely have begun to fade, and their pleasing
texture, somewhere between steamed asparagus
and preserved watermelon rind, will be lost. Chef
Felder cautions that they mustn’t be overgrown.
Like celery, thubarb and other stalk vegetables,
they can become stringy.

Once you get them home, wrap the base in a
damp towel and place them in a brown paper bag
in the refrigerator. CIA chef Ken Arnone, CMC,
says that keeping them wrapped in brown paper
when they’re out of the refrigerator shields them
from light, which degrades them. A resilient veg-
etable, they can stay fresh for up to two weeks if
properly cared for.

How to Prepare Them

Since they turn brown after peeling, like arti-
chokes and potatoes do, chefs keep peeled car-
doons in acidulated water (water to which an
acid, usually lemon juice, has been added) to
prevent discoloration. The water should taste
as sour as unsweetened lemonade. Vinegar
works just as well. Like celery, the stalks
have tough fibers running the length
of their back. Use a vegetable peeler to
remove as much of this stringy matter
as vou can, especially in recipes where
the cooking will be light, as in preparing
cardoons for bagna cauda. Another method
for removing the strings is to bend an inch of
the cardoon near the base of the stalk, and pull
this piece toward the stalk’s other end. In dishes
where the cardoon will be cooked for a long time,
as in soups, stews, and certain gratins, peeling the
strings is less important, since they'll tenderize as
the vegetable cooks.

How to
Cook Them
Cardoons are almost
never eaten raw. They're
usually blanched (par-
boiled) as the first step
of a recipe. Some chefs
soak cut cardoons in
water for a few hours or
overnight to make them
When Chef
Arnone cooks them. he
adds milk or flour to
the cooking liquid to
hinder potential brown-
ing. In French cooking, this liquid is referred to as
a blanc. Any cooking liquid should be salted, and
rapidly boiling, when the cardoon is added.
“Cardoons work beautifully with pork or duck,”

milder.

says Chef Felder, “and they combine well with
potatoes.” A simple casserole of cardoons and
potatoes can be made by combining two cups each
of diced, blanched cardoons and raw potatoes
(both cut in one-inch pieces) with a teaspoon of
chopped garlic, salt and pepper and enough cream
to cover them. Bake uncovered in a 350° oven until
the cream is thick and saucy (about an hour) for a
perfect cardoon side dish. Make sure to pul a pan
under the casserole to catch drips.

Chef Arnone also prepares them in a “Swiss
style” gratin: cut into one-inch lengths, boiled,
mixed with velouté (roux-thickened stock) and

cheese, and then baked. In Tuscany, he
says, the locals simply blanch them
and bake them sprinkled with

Parmigiano cheese. A great match,
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