
food lookout
W E D N E S D AY  |  0 2 . 1 6 . 2 0 1 1  |  E X P R E S S  |  27

food lookout

BEET, CELERY ROOT AND SWEET 
SMOKED MACKEREL SALAD 
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(Don’t) Put Down Roots

Pity the parsnip. The root vegetable — 
and its equally maligned, grown-below-
ground cousins celery root (aka celeri-
ac), turnips and rutabagas — could be 
called the nerds of the produce aisle. 
Yes, they can taste earthy and sweet, 
especially now, when they’re among 
the only fresh things at the market. But 
many people have memories of over-
boiled, overly bitter root veggies from 
childhood. And like butter on a carrot, 
the rep sticks. One anonymous quote 
says, “Never eat rutabaga on any day 
of the week that has a ‘y’ in it.”

Still, spurred by the locavore move-
ment and the winter veggies’ versatile, 
starchy profile, chefs and home cooks 
are cozying up to these homey, often 
homely lower extremities. 

To fans, rutabagas can taste richer 
than any potato; turnips have a pleas-
ant tang; and woodsy, herbaceous celery 
root makes a classic French coleslaw-
like dish when grated and mixed with 
mayo, mustard and lemon juice. The 
latter “does have a strong taste,” says 

British food writer Diana Henry, author 
of “Plenty” ($30, Mitchell Beazley). “It’s 
best to mix it with something.”

“Root vegetables can be intimidat-
ing because of that inherent bitterness,” 
says Antonio Burrell, chef de cuisine at 
Masa 14 (1825 14th St. NW; 202-328-
1414). “But if you blanche them before 
cooking them and put a little sugar in, 
that gives them a nice sweet-
ness.” Burrell serves pureed 
parsnips under Waygu 
beef medallions at the 
restaurant.

It helps to think 
of the carrot and the 
potato, those below-
surface MVPs, when 
figuring out what to 
do with other root veg-
etables. Because of their 
high starch content, roots roast 
well. “Cut parsnips and turnips into 
pieces of the same size, then roast 
them at 375 for 30 minutes or so,” 
says chef Tony Chittum of Vermillion 
(1120 King St., Alexandria; 703-684-
9669), whose winter vegetable salad 
at the restaurant uses baby turnips, 
beets and radishes. 

Any recipe that requires a hash or 
grated cut suits root vegetables; think 
dim sum-inspired turnip latkes or a 

rutabaga-gruyere gratin. “It’s good 
to makes them quite buttery,” Henry 
says. “Season them well, and root veg 
can become luxurious, especially if you 
add cream or blue cheese.”

Turnips, parsnips and rutabagas 
can also go into mash-ups and purees, 
whether on their own or in combina-
tion. Simply peel them and cut them 

into large chunks as you would 
spuds, then boil until ten-

der and mash or whirl 
in a food processor. 
Just know that ruta-
bagas take a bit lon-
ger to cook than other 
roots, so boil or parboil 
them for 10 or 15 extra 

minutes. Root vegetables 
also add body and flavor 

to wintry soups.
Still, when preparing these sea-

sonal stars, “don’t just plonk them in 
water and boil everything out of them,” 
Henry says. “Cook them in stock and 
add a little sugar, and you’ll have some-
thing entirely different and good.”

And if anyone disdains your new 
fave foods, remind them that ancient 
Greeks claimed a mix of parsnips, tur-
nips and acorns amounted to natural 
Viagra. That’s mighty sexy for a spurned 
root. JENNIFER BARGER (EXPRESS)

Dressing
2 1/2 tsp white wine vinegar
1/2 tsp Dijon mustard
Pinch of sugar
Salt and pepper
1/4 cup olive oil
2 tbsp finely 

chopped dill 

Salad
1 lb celery root
Juice of 1/2 lemon 
3 cups cooked 

beets cut in wedges
12 oz. smoked 

mackerel 
2 oz. watercress 

Serves 6
To make the dressing, just mix everything together.

Peel the celery root; cut flesh into thick matchsticks. Put 
these immediately into a bowl of water mixed with lemon juice 
to prevent discoloration. Halve or quarter the beets.

Break the fish into very large flakes, discarding the skin. 
Drain celery root and pat it dry. Toss it with fish, watercress 
and most of the dressing. Add the beets and drizzle on the re-
maining dressing. Serve immediately.
FROM “PLENTY” BY DIANA HENRY

Roast or mash turnips,  
parsnips and pals from 
dreaded to delicious

Vegetables

It helps to think 
of the carrot and 
the potato, those 

below-surface MVPs, 
when figuring out 

what to do with other 
root veggies. 

Seek small 
turnips with 
smooth skin. 
They’re good in 
mashes or ter-
rific pickled.

Also known as celeriac, 
this herby, crunchy baby 
is nice grated in salads.

Parboiling this root 
before mashing or roast-
ing helps make it buttery. 
Sub it for spuds in recipes.

turnip

celery root
rutabaga
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