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“Bring Back the Summer” Fall Cucumbers
Prep time: 15 minutes

Chill time: ideally 2 hours or more

Ingredients:

3-4 cucumbers (about 3 cups)

6 tablespoons white vinegar

3 tablespoons sugar (you can go up to 6 tablespoons if you like sweeter)

¾ cup water

salt and freshly ground pepper to taste

1 tablespoon dried dill (or to your taste, more or less is fine)

1.  Wash the cucumbers well.  Slice very thinly into rounds. Put cukes into a bowl that can handle acidic fluids (I like pottery or stainless steel rather than plastic).

2.  Blend vinegar, sugar, water, salt and pepper in a small saucepan (not aluminum) and simmer.  Stir until the sugar dissolves. Pour the liquid over the cukes and let stand on the counter until they cool down.
3.  Sprinkle with dill and stir, then cover and refrigerate.  After a couple of hours, stir the mix and taste.  Serve chilled.  Cucumbers prepared this way will keep well for 3 days in frig.

NOTES:

a. You can taste the cucumbers when you first cut them—some people like to peel them before they cut them into rounds, but I don’t take the time.  Even if the cukes are a little bitter, the vinegar mix seems to even out the flavor.

b. The cooling in step 2 keeps your frig from having to work so hard when you put something warm into it (saves energy and keeps inside of frig from warming up).  If you don’t have time to wait for cooling, you can put the bowl into the freezer for 10 minutes (but set your timer!) before you put it in the frig.
Okra Saute
This recipe came to me from my farmer friends Judy and Maria, of Ugly Bunny Garden. It is a way to enjoy okra without deep-frying and avoid gummy-ness.  It is made on top of the stove and doesn’t heat up the kitchen too much.  
Prep time: 20 minutes

Best served: right off the stove!

Ingredients:

1 tablespoon olive oil

4 small onions (or 2 large ones) chopped

1 lb of okra (ideally ½ to 3/4 inch around-not too bog)

¼ cup cornmeal (I have enjoyed using War Eagle Mill brand)

4 large tomatoes coarsely chopped about 3 cups (if local tomatoes lacking, try canned diced ones from Ozark Natural Foods)
1. Saute onions in olive oil in large heavy skillet (cast iron is great) over medium heat for about 3 minutes, until light gold color.

2. Wash and add the okra with a good splash of water (try ¼ cup).  Cover skillet and continue to cook (steam) for about 5 minutes, or until okra softens SLIGHTLY.

3. Sprinkle cornmeal over the mixture but DO NOT STIR.  If you stir, the dish will be gummy.  Cover again and allow to steam for 5 minutes more—at about 2 minutes, lift the cover and check to be sure mix is not sticking to bottom of skillet—if it is, add a little water down the inside of the skillet.  DO NOT STIR.

4.  After 5 minutes, uncover, and add the tomatoes. Now STIR VERY GENTLY and bring the mixture back to a simmer.

5. Season with salt and pepper and serve right away.

NOTES:  

a. Some people like to take the tops off the okra before they steam them.  I don’t do this because I think the okra steams better if you leave the tops on--small okra has tender tops.  If you insist on taking them off, cut just at the base of the top, so that the okra still is somewhat closed, which makes for better steaming.

b. Once you have made this recipe once, you can play with the onions, cornmeal and tomatoes to get the texture and taste you like.

c. When there is lots of okra, you can wash dry and freeze it whole in a ziptop bag.  This recipes works pretty well with frozen okra when you are craving it in the winter!
Eggplant “Caviar” Dip

Roast time: 1 hr in oven (go sip your favorite beverage)

Prep time after that: 20 minutes

Best if refrigerated at least 2 hours, ideally 8 or overnight, to let flavors blend

Ingredients:

2 medium eggplants

2 tablespoons olive oil

2 garlic cloves pressed

1 tablespoon cider or wine or balsamic vinegar (they all work)

1 large tomato chopped 

Options to add (chopped up): red sweet peppers, roasted peppers, Greek olives, parsley

1 tablespoon capers

Salt and black pepper (or cayenne) to taste

1.  Preheat oven to 400degrees.  Pierce the skins of the washed eggplants several times with a fork.  Place the eggplants right on the middle oven rack.  Spread a sheet of foil on the rack underneath to catch any juices from the eggplant.  Depending on the size of the eggplant, it will take 45-60 minutes to roast to the point where a knife goes in very easily.

2.  While the eggplants are roasting, combine 1 tablespoon of olive oil and everything else (except salt and pepper) in a bowl.

3.  When the eggplants have roasted, scoop out the insides and discard or compost the skins.  At this point you have a couple of choices:

a)  You can use a handheld stick type blender and its plastic container to blend the eggplant to a smooth consistency. (If you need to, you can add up to 1 tablespoon of olive oil to make the blending easier).  Then add it to the other ingredients in the bowl, mix together and then add salt and pepper (or cayenne) to taste.  Cover the bowl and refrigerate at least 2 hours, or better yet overnight or all day.

OR

b)  You can chop the roasted eggplant and simply blend it into the other ingredients in the bowl.  This makes a chunkier dip.  Add salt and pepper or cayenne (to taste).  Cover the bowl and refrigerate at least 2 hours, or better yet overnight or all day,

4.  This works great on crackers, chips, toasted pita, or any type of toasted crunchy bread or crackers.  It also works using thinly sliced yellow squash or zucchini as scoops.

NOTES:  

a)  Roasted eggplant naturally has a brownish tinge to it—don’t be alarmed.  Just add colorful veggies into the spread or garnish it with color.  Once folks taste it, they won’t care about the color!

b)  This recipe is very forgiving to improvisation.  Try adding different things to get the blend you like!

c)   The blended version makes a nice spread for a veggie sandwich.

