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Vittorio Ettore, chef of Bistro 5 in Medford, scours
the Arlington Farmers’ Market for fresh produce.

  

Guest commentary: Seeing the market through the eyes of a chef

By Robin Cohen
GateHouse News Service
Posted Aug 09, 2010 @ 06:30 AM

A box of beautiful heirloom tomatoes at his feet, a menu
clutched in his hand, Chef Vittorio Ettore of Bistro 5 met me at the Kimball
Fruit Farm stand at the Arlington Farmers’ Market.

Our plan was to shop together, chat about seasonal menus, and for me to get
a chef’s eye view of the farmers’ market. He greeted me warmly but his eyes
were wandering anxiously across the display of produce with all the pent up
energy of a child at an amusement park gate.

Much of my fascination with the farmers’ market comes from the sense of
adventure that each shopping excursion carries. The flow of items to the
market changes with the seasons, with the weather, and with the farmers’
experiments in new crops and varieties. Chef Ettore explores the market as
if on a quest: seeking out the best quality and most interesting produce. He
spoke to me about his travels in Europe and how he always brings fresh
ideas home like the cuttlefish he ate in Sardinia, which he now grills in his
bistro kitchen with a light crunch of breadcrumbs and a drizzle of fine olive
oil.

Typically, the proteins and some accompaniments for the tasting menu are
selected ahead of time, but the chef always leaves room to add items at his
whim, allowing the market to guide his path.

“I even pair food with the weather,” he told me.

Reflecting on the wave of scorching days over the past few weeks, Vittorio
gathered up some vivid pink radishes and small green cucumbers. The
colors together reminded me of tropical striped cabanas at a posh 1920s
beach resort. “These will cool things off nicely” he remarked, smiling
broadly.

As we left Kimball Fruit and headed toward the Grateful Farms stand, we
talked about how difficult it is for many chefs to find the time to get to the
market and the balance between affordability, convenience, and quality that
can be a struggle for both restaurants and families. Two or three times a
week, Vittorio arrives at his kitchen extra early to start prep with his team so
he can have time to go to the market mid-day. As a chef/owner he can make
the decisions about what is most important to him and he sees the food
from his market visits as a key part of what he is offering to his customers.

We discovered some gorgeous red and green radicchio at Grateful Farm,
which chef had planned to grill and pair with kohlrabi but then he spotted
some baby beets and grabbed up several bunches of those instead.

The bitter bite of the radicchio and the sweet, tender beets were going to
make a spectacular side dish for his lamb selection. I was fascinated by how
he glanced from the scribbles on his menu to the vegetables as he seemed to
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mentally taste the flavors of each dish.

On our tour, we passed the Flora Restaurant tent and I remembered a
conversation I had with Chef Bob Sargent about how Flora joined the
farmers’ market in its earliest days to provide baked goods. Their expanded
offerings now include pizzas with fresh farm toppings, pickles, kim chi, and
refreshing drinks such as the berry limeade, which was clearly being enjoyed
by shoppers and vendors on this hot day. Chef Sargent still walks the market
for inspiration and to see what is freshest, new and unusual. He is
incorporating peaches from fellow market vendor Nicewicz Farm into a
dessert feature for their Restaurant Week menu this month.

Chef Ettore and I finished our tour back at Kimball’s stand where I spotted
another local chef scrutinizing the amazing display of heirloom tomatoes. I
commented on how outstanding tomatoes looked this year and Vittorio
described to me an entire tomato menu that he has created to serve in
September.  Among the dishes will be Duck Breast with Smoked Speckled
Roman Tomatoes and Thai basil as well as a Scallop Ceviche with Lemon
Basil, Brandywine Tomatoes and a Gazpacho Cloud. I begged him to tell me
how to make a Gazpacho Cloud but he just teased me and said that I will

“have to come by and taste it.” I can’t wait to sample both his latest farmers’ market tasting menu and Heirloom Tomato
Celebration.

After an afternoon of browsing the stalls of the market together, I realized that Vittorio had heavy bundles and I had only an empty
shopping basket on my arm. I said goodbye to my charming companion and while he headed back to his kitchen, I set off to shop
the market for my family as so many new flavors and ideas raced through my mind.

Arlington resident Robin Cohen is a writer, cook and local food fanatic. Every other week, Cohen will bring Arlington Farmers’
Market news to the Advocate. She can be reached directly by e-mailing robin@dovesandfigs.com. Read her blog at
dovesandfigs.com. Find dovesandfigs on Twitter.
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