THROUGH THE KITCHEN WINDOW
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THE PEACH, A BLUSH WITH IMMORTALITY

Immortality is a tantalizing and faintly dangerous idea.  Maybe it is the seemingly immortality of childhood memories of idyllic summers and the sweet fruits they offered, of winters spent waiting for those summers to roll around again.   Memories like biting into a perfectly ripe peach, of the natural syrup dripping down the side of your mouth, no matter how small or targeted the bite.  Peaches purchased on the whim of opportunity at roadside farm stands were always best, with the possible exception of those stolen from the neighbor’s carefully tended trees.
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It is ironic that so many “modern” thoughts or current scientific wisdom emerge to support ancient ideas.  Antioxidants are elements that inhibit or slow the aging process.  The Chinese revered the peach as being imbued with immortality as early as the 3000 years ago, and their God of Longevity is traditionally portrayed holding the Peach of Immortality in his hand.

There are 10thC B.C. Chinese writings and illustrations of the peach.  It traveled the famed Silk Road west from its botanical home to Persia where it picked up its name, Prunus Persica.  There it was tasted by Alexander the Great who brought it back to what is modern day Greece, apparently dropping a number of fruitful pits along the way.  Once the peach was established on Mediterranean shores, the Romans then spread it north and east in Europe and to the more fertile parts of North Africa.  By the thirteenth century, the peach tree was under cultivation in England.  It was the Spaniards who brought the peach to North America.  The Native Americans took a particularly active interest in the fruit and spread its cultivation north and west across the continent.  I begin to suspect that our tables would be bland indeed except for world conquerors.

Early European physicians, who doubled as barbers, were highly suspicious of this bushing berry and they thought it caused “putrid humors”, especially if eaten at the end of a meal.  Those were clearly the Dark Ages for many reasons.  Luckily we are now enlightened.  We know peaches to be high in antioxidants, and rich in vitamins A and C.  All across North America, Britain and Australia festivals are held in early August to celebrate the peaches, luscious, sweet peaches, piled high on the tables of our farmers’ market.  Below are two ways to enjoy the bounty: Grilled Peaches with Brown Sugar and Basil and Fresh Peach Ice Cream.
In Japan, Korea, Laos and Vietnam peaches figure prominently in folk tales as bestowing everything from immortality and bravery to wealth.  Even Nintendo has gotten into the act.  In their Mario video game series Princess Peach of the fictional Mushroom Kingdom has a starring role as a damsel in constant distress requiring alarmingly frequent and always heroic rescue.  Princess Peach was included in Forbes Magazine’s Wealthiest Fictional People List in 2007.
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GRILLED OR ROASTED PEACHES WITH BROWN SUGAR & BASIL

Serves 4

3 tablespoons unsalted butter, softened

3 tablespoons brown sugar

2 teaspoons chopped basil

Pinch of cinnamon

Pinch of salt

4 ripe peaches, halved & pitted

2 cups crème fraiche, sour cream, chevre, fresh ricotta, or vanilla ice cream
1. Heat grill or broiler for 5 minutes

2. Mash together the butter, sugar cinnamon and salt.

3. Place the peaches skin side to the flame for 5 minutes.  If grilling, place on indirect heat.  If broiling, place peaches on second rack from the flame.

4. Turn the peaches over and grill/broil for another 10 minutes. Given the variation in size and ripeness, it is wise to be cautious.
5. Meanwhile, heat the butter mixture in the microwave for 20 to 25 SECONDS, until very hot but not spattering.

6. Place peaches cut side up on serving plate, spoon butter mixture into the cavity, sprinkle with fresh basil.  Scoop crème fraiche, fresh ricotta, fresh goat cheese or ice cream into the bowl of each peach.
FRESH PEACH ICE CREAM

Serves 4

3 large sweet peaches

Juice of ½ lemon

½ teaspoon of salt

¾ cup sugar

2 extra large egg yolks

1 cup milk

¼ teaspoon vanilla extract

1 ½ cup chilled heavy cream

1. Combine the milk, ½ cup of sugar and the egg yolks in a medium sized sauce pan and bring to just below the boiling point.
2. Remove the pan from the heat and cover.  Once the custard reaches room temperature place the pan in the refrigerator to chill.

3. While the custard is cooling, blanche the peaches in boiling water to loosen the skin.  Peel the peaches over a bowl to capture the juices and slice coarsely into a food processor.
4. Add the lemon juice and the remaining ¼ cup of sugar to the peaches and blend briefly so that definite bits of the fruit remain.
5. Place pulp in a large bowl, cover and refrigerate until well chilled.

6. Combine custard and pulp in the same bowl.  Stir in the vanilla extract and the heavy cream.

7. Pour the mixture into an ice cream maker and churn for 20 to 25 minutes.

8. Serve immediately or place in a freezer container and seal.

