Food For Thought's Bouquet of Baby
Vegetables, accompanied by lemon-
scented San Giuliano olive oil, crimson
lentils, fresh marjoram and carrot coulis.
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The

Meat

Vegetables are staking
a bigger claim

on catering plates,
sometimes pushing
meat aside

Kyle Vermeulen wasn't always the biggest fan of vegetarian cook-

ing. But the executive chef at La Prima Catering in College Park, Md.
(just outside Washington, D.C., with additional locations in Virginia,
Maryland and Philadelphia) has learned to love vegetable cuisine—and
so have a growing number of La Prima clients. In the first few months
of summer, Vermeulen had already catered four vegetarian events,
several of which were requested by non-vegetarians who'd attended a
vegetarian La Prima event.

“It just gets stronger and stronger every year,” observes Vermeulen,
referring to the prominence of vegetables. “People realize that there are
different ways to cook this stuff and make it taste good, so I think not even
justvegetarians want vegetable meals now.”

Increasingly, vegetables are standing taller on catering tables, and
not justin California, with its favorably long growing season and health-
oriented lifestyle. The trend is gaining ground from the Pacific Northwest
to the South, and from the Northeast to the Midwest.

BY DEANNE MOSKOWITZ
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La Prima Catering’s
award-winning
Avocado Corn Salsa.

Although the vegetarian population
is decreasing in Oregon, probably due to
the availability of quality pasture-raised
meats, “vegetables are very, very, very well
received in Portland,” according to Jenn
Louis, chef/owner of catering company
Culinary Artistry and two restaurants
(Lincoln Restaurant and Sunshine Tavern),
who was named one of Food & Wine
magazine's 2012 Best New Chefs.

John Rudy, vice president of catering
at Food For Thought in Chicago, says the
incidence of “non-vegetarians requesting
vegetarian dishes has increased dramatically”
during the past few years, withouta concomi-
tantincrease in the number of vegetarians.

Jon Weinrott, president of Peachtree
& Ward Catering in Philadelphia, reports a
“staggering” increase in demand for vegetar-
ian entrees when guests are offered an
option on invitations, from only 3 percent two
or three years ago to up to 15 percent now.

And Nicole Chapman, creative director
at Simply Catering in Atlanta, sees people
becoming more aware of the need for
vegetarian dishes. She estimates that 75
percent of brides are including a vegetarian
or vegan option now, an enormous increase
over the number who did so only last year.
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Arugula Salad with
Grapefruit.

Several factors have converged to feed
this growing trend, including an increased
concern for the environment, the acceleration
of the farm-to-table movement, and the
desire to eat a lighter as well as healthier diet.

When the number of vegetarians was on
the rise 20 years ago, the need to accommo-
date them was annoying to some chefs, but
their enthusiasm for cooking with vegetables
is burgeoning. Now they treasure the
diversity of flavors and textures, appreciate
the presentation possibilities and welcome
the creative challenge.

Mushrooming on Menus

No longer regarded as second-class
sides, vegetables are hogging more space
now at sit-downs, on buffets, and as hors
d'oeuvres. Chefs turn to them, too, as
natural alternatives for accommodating
an array of dietary restrictions and for
lightening starches.

For starters, vegetables are fattening
the appetizer category. “Everyone is asking
if there's a vegetable hors d'oeuvre,” often
insisting that two out of six be included, Weinrott observes.

At Food For Thought, vegetarian hors d'oeuvres typically
make up about 20 percent of those chosen by guests, many of
them featuring cheese, as might be expected in the Midwest.
Local goat cheese with housemade onion marmalade, buck-
wheat beignets stuffed with braised kale, and parsnip pancakes
are popular choices.

Simply Catering also sees vegetable-based hors d’oeuvres
flourishing. An airline hosting a recent corporate dinner,
where it was expected that many international guests might
avoid beef or pork, requested an all-vegetarian appetizer bar,
Chapman reports.

At Culinary Artistry, Louis fashions intricate, vegetable-rich
gems as appetizers for vegetarian as well as carnivore meals.
For instance, she uses the thicker outer leaves of an endive as
a container for a salad that she makes with the julienned inner
leaves, raspberries, almonds and shallots, and dresses with
buttermilk blue cheese vinaigrette.

Vegetable hors d'oeuvres are winners at La Prima Catering,
from the edamame potstickers to the signature avocado corn
salsa that took a blue ribbon at the DC101 Chili Cook-Off in
June and will compete in the International Chili Society’s World
Chili Championship in October. Always a crowd-pleaser, the
salsa is sometimes passed in tiny corn cups dusted with chili
powder or heaped onto grilled chicken.

ulinary Artistry’s
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NO LONGER REGARDED

AS SECOND-CLASS SIDES,
VEGETABLES ARE HOGGING
MORE SPACE NOW AT SIT-
DOWNS, ON BUFFETS, AND
AS HORS D'OEUVRES.

In September, vegetables will play a
starring role at a wedding La Prima is produc-

ing, the first in which everything on the menu
Food For Thought'’s

Moroccan Seasoned
Zucchini and Black
Beauty Eggplant,
served in a hollowed
squash tajine with
fragrant basmatirice,
tied yard beans, and
minted apricot coulis.

has been grown-to-order for the event. In
accordance with the company’s “Seeds to
Celebrations” program, all the ingredients
will be locally sourced and seasonal, and will
come either from La Prima’s on-site farm;
from Open Book Farm, a trusted partner; or
from growers who comply with the program’s
sustainable and healthy growing initiatives.

Of the nine dishes that make up the meal,
only the organically raised lemongrass mari-
nated chicken is not either vegetable or fruit. | 4
The event kicks off with such hors d'oeuvres
as tomato basil bruschetta, and vegetarian
broccoliand cheddar soup shooters, and
features a vegetable-rich buffet of spring kale
salad with dried cherries, sugared walnuts
and feta; roasted eggplant sprinkled with
olive oil and herbs; seared baby bok choy,
sautéed with house spice blend and brown
sugar soy sauce; roasted pumpkin with sage
and browned butter; and braised greens with
cannellini beans and penne.
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At Peachtree, vegetable sides sometimes
dominate the table, since as many as six are
often set out family-style, allowing guests the
flexibility of supplementing with a meat, fish
or vegetarian entree. Among them might be
fried Jewish artichokes, roasted cauliflower
in an array of colors and sliced vegetable
terrine. Grilled portobello towers; butternut
squash agnolotti with brown butter, fried
sage and crumbled amaretti biscuits; and
a dish comprising lentils, quinoa, roasted sea-
sonal vegetables and a coconut curry nage
are among the company’s most successful
vegetarian entrees.

Even in the meat-minded Midwest,
Food For Thought's clients are gravitating
toward vegetables, considering them
relatively inexpensive, low-risk vehicles for
differentiating their events, according to
Rudy, especially since doing so indicates

their support for local farmers, a movement
thatis much in vogue there. The kitchen

.

<

prides itself on coming up with meaty, colorful, globally inspired
concepts: Green Queen tomato tart made with baby artichokes,
orange pepper chutney, spring onion coulis and crisp spinach
leaf; carrot and pea cannelloni with caramelized shallots, Grana
Padano creme and a petite herb salad; and Moroccan seasoned
zucchini and Black Beauty eggplant tajine with basmati rice, tied
yard beans and minted apricot coulis.

Newly sprouting on Simply Catering’s buffet menu are
several baked vegetable casseroles and a slew of salads,
intended to satisfy the growing demand from food-savvy
wedding couples for more vegetable dishes, and fewer meats
and starches. Broccoli casserole baked with red onions, bacon
and cheese in herbed vinaigrette; carrots glazed in butter, brown
sugar and local honey; and market-fresh greens such as bok
choy, kale and Swiss chard are among them.

Whether she’s cooking for carnivores or vegetarians, Louis
packs vegetables into “everything,” she says. Fond of creating
hearty grain and starch dishes, she lightens them by larding them
with vegetables, so that diners feel satisfied but not uncomfort-
able. Farro with tomatoes, eggplant and parsley, and roasted
summer squash with Israeli couscous, eggplant and herbs are two
examples from a late summer vegetarian wedding.

>

VY
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Simply Catering—which emphasizes
its commitment to sustainable, local
ingredients—created a “farm-fresh

tablescape” for a wedding, featuring
organic produce as the centerpiece.

PHOTO BY LAURAWALDO
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Culinary Artistry’s
Wild Watercress
Salad, with sieved egg
and bread crumbs.

Beefing Up Flavor

Flavor-enhancing techniques and heftier
ingredients help chefs beef up vegetable
dishes. To mimic the mouth-feel of meat,
they turn to mushrooms, braising greens,
grains and sturdy pastas.

Blanching and marinating are outdated,
according to Vermeulen, who favors grilling
and roasting for optimizing vegetable flavor.

Louis likes grilling and sautéing in sum-
mer when food is so “forgiving,” but turns to
roasting and braising in fall and winter, the
latter especially for greens and cabbages.
Red cabbage braised with bacon and dried
cherries is delicious, she says. She follows
a “restaurant” philosophy to achieve the
best flavor: buying vegetables at the peak of
freshness and never preparing them earlier
than is absolutely necessary.

Food For Thought is successful with
sous vide, smoking and oven roasting,
creating such dishes as sous vide butternut
squash “steaks,” smoked eggplant “filets”
and oven-roasted carrot puree.

Weinrott chars peppers, eggplants and
other ingredients to lend them an irresistible
smokiness reminiscent of bacon.

Considering mushrooms “the meatiest
vegetable,” Weinrott works with a wide
variety of species in fall and dotes on morels
in spring. Baby morels are spectacular
showcased in a custard-filled tartlet with
salad as a first course, he says.

Vermeulen carves vegetables into rustic
cuts and roasts them until caramelized. He
opts for brawny portobello mushrooms over
more delicate varieties, and picks a beefy
pasta, like pappardelle, to give a dish bite.

Louis likes to develop interest by
contrasting textures and flavors. She might

AVOR-ENHANCING TECHNIQUES AND
HEFTIER INGREDIENTS HELP CHEFS
BEEF UP VEGETABLE DISHES. TO MIMIC
THE MOUTH-FEEL OF MEAT, THEY TURN
TO MUSHROOMS, BRAISING GREENS,

GRAINS AND STURDY PASTAS.

take earthy green beans, add thickly cut, caramelized onions
for sweetness, toss the two in garlic-infused olive oil, and add
almonds for a little crunch.

Cropping Up

Itisn't just garden-variety vegetables that are inspiring chefs
and tantalizing diners, but also some exciting new farmer’s
market finds.

A marine species called sea beans, which is similar to pencil
asparagus in size and like haricot vert but saltier, is new at
Peachtree. It's good braised or sautéed, possibly accompanying
lobster with fettuccine and scallops, suggests Weinrott.

Rudy is enthusiastic about “sweet, meaty, crunchy” red long
beans, which look great tied on the plate; and red cylinder beets,
with their strong, earthy taste and attractively uniform shape.

Bietolais a new heirloom green that Louis likes. When raw,
it has a lemony taste, but it's an excellent braising green, too,
she thinks.

Kale is capturing a lot of interest. “People can’t get enough
kale,” Vermeulen marvels. Once only a garnish, now it is grilled,
roasted, braised or used raw in salad. Also popular at Simply
Catering, kale shows up there in salads, and is roasted with olive
oil and sea salt until crispy as an alternative to tortilla chips.

Chefs enjoy playing with the color, texture and flavor pos-
sibilities of varietals and heirloom vegetables. “New is old and
old is new,” notes Rudy, referring to the “plethora of heirloom
tomatoes, beans, squashes, greens and other vegetables”
providing “new flavor profiles” at Food For Thought.

Louis is in love with the color and textural variations in vari-
etals. For instance, she’s excited by the mauve and apple-green
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Food For Thought's
Carrot and Pea
Cannelloni, presented
with caramelized
shallots, Grana Padano
creme and a petite
herb salad.
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eggplants grown by a local farmer, and the huge variety of winter
squashes that help her contend with chilly Oregon winters.

During tomato season, showcasing the beauty of heirlooms
is a natural. The array of colors and sizes certainly can upgrade a
Caprese or other simple salad, such as the one Louis composes
from multicolored tomato slices, oil-cured olives, fresh or wild
dried oregano, olive oil and sea salt. Heirlooms easily glorify a
pasta or protein, too, when turned into a salsa, like the one that
topped marinated grilled chicken for a wedding catered by Louis
recently. It was a multicolored montage of tomatoes—from soft
yellow to dark red and orange—cut up and macerated briefly on
site with balsamic vinegar, extra virgin olive oil, salt and pepper.

Three years ago, La Prima planted a half-acre garden on
its property, and now Vermeulen never knows what vegetable
wonders he'll discover when he goes out there. “Wow, I've never
seen that before” is his frequent exclamation at the discovery of
so many different shapes and colors of summer squashes, rad-
ishes, cucumbers and tomatoes (one type as tiny as currants).
“You cut these fresh herbs and it’s like you've never smelled that
herb before,” he reflects, delighting in how easy it is to garnish a
platter when you can just lay out a line of baby orange tomatoes
or a bunch of flowering herbs.

It's important to take advantage of the incredible presentation
potential of vegetables, Weinrott agrees, as he did with golden,
red and candy-striped beets at a ladies’ luncheon for 150 guests
last fall. Arranged in a flower-petal pattern with salad and a bit of
blue cheese, they made a memorably spectacular first course.

Rooting for Farmers

Spreading far beyond its West Coast roots, the farm-to-
table movement is helping to stimulate new excitement over
vegetables. Caterers everywhere are promoting their passion
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La Prima utilizes vegetables
fromits on=property. garden.

for buying locally, a resolution that ensures
diners the best-tasting produce and is
teaching them to value eating seasonally.

Simply Catering is in the process of
“rebranding” itself to emphasize its commit-
ment to sustainable, local ingredients. With
rare exception, the company shops farms
and markets no farther than 50-60 miles
from home.

With multiple locations, La Prima is too
large to rely solely on its own garden, but
Vermeulen has close relationships with a
network of local growers and turns to large
purveyors only for fill-in.

Louis, who strictly serves seasonal
vegetables, is enthusiastic about the
phenomenal agricultural “infostructure”
operating in Portland, and the close
working relationships she has maintained
with certain local farmers for as long as 10
years. Eating seasonally is simply part of
the Portland “sensibility,” she says. “Oh,
my gosh, it's tomato season!” she adds,
imitating the elation expressed by people at
the seasonal arrivals.

Of course, some caterers claim they're
too big to depend on small farms, some
consider growing ingredients to order for an
event unrealistic, and some say that budget
sometimes supersedes environmental
concern for clients.

Carving a Future

Many catering chefs now agree with
Vermeulen that cooking vegetables is more
interesting than cooking meat, a preference
that should nurture the vegetable movement.
What's more, meat prices are on the rise,
“Meatless Mondays” are gaining momentum,
and the Vegetable Butcher (who carves
vegetables to customer requirements)
is a successful feature at Mario Batali's
European-style marketplace, Eataly, in New
York City. Those factors, among others,
should secure vegetables an even bigger
space on catering menus in the future.
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