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Celebrating Local Foods, Season by Season

CANNING AND PRESERVING
OTTERBEIN'S BON APPETIT
LOCAL ARTISAN CHEESES
THE CHEF'S GARDEN
LIZA LEE
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a gotta eat!" the fast food jingle reminds us.
OK, we gotta, but thankfully fast food is
optional. Far better to relax and welcome
the entire process-choosing a recipe, shopping for
ingredients, prepping and cooking with friends and
family, sharing the delicious result.
Liza Lee, the head of the Columbus School for Girls,
embodies this philosophy. Her sons are Matt and Ted
Lee, purveyors of Southern delicacies through their Lee
Bros. Boiled Peanuts Catalogue and authors of The Lee
Bros. Southern Cookbook, a memoir and compilation of
favorite Southern recipes. Their latest cookbook, The
Lee Bros. Simple Fresh Southern, is self-descriptive: fresh
food prepared simply, with a Southern sensibility.
Did someone say Southern? The reader may be
forgiven for imagining Liza herself as a languid
Southerner, but she is instead a tiny, energetic, lOthgeneration New Yorker who has spent her life working
with girls' schools.

GROWING UP FOODIE
"Our family thinks about food all the time," Liza
responds when asked what sort of home life has
produced two professional foodies and a daughter
who is also a "fabulous cook." But she is modest about
her own cooking style. "I would describe it as New
American," she says. "Lots of pasta salads with crab and
shrimp, flank steak and bitter greens, lemon chicken
with rice pilaf. Nothing fancy at all."
She names growing up in New York City as one of
her sons' food influences. "New York has all those
wonderful restaurants. If you take your children,
they become fascinated with different cuisines, and
we did take them." Liza and her husband, Will, a
gastroenterologist who is now in academic medicine,
have always cooked together, an activity that Liza
describes as "a pleasure."
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Both stress the importance of the family table. "We
I::!
always, always sat down to dinner with our children.
U
When the boys were really little and Will was in private
practice, he stopped his hours at 5 and came home for ~
dinner, then went back to the office again at 7."
?f;

t
<::)

24

FALL 2010

edible COLUMBUS

'tOriginally our friends and Will and I would do the cooking and the boys
always participated. Now they're the ones to get up at the crack of dawn and
we don't do any of it. It's a completely Lee Brothers Thanksgiving."

In 1980, Will's work necessitated a move to Charleston, South Carolina. Ted was
11, Matt 9 and Caroline just 3. Liza had planned to take a year or so to get the
children "settled in" before she looked for a job. But a few months after moving
to Charleston, a job came looking for her, and she found herself commuting
to New York to head The Brearley School during the week, a practice that
continued intermittently for six years. "I told Will to just take the kids to
McDonald's for dinner when I was gone, but he said: 'Never!'" So the family
meals continued in Liza's weekday absence. The boys learned to do the prep
work under their father's supervision, and learned to like Southern cuisine at the
homes of their friends.
"Life was not as casual growing up as it is now." Liza says. "When we had
company for dinner, I made the boys wear coats and ties and put Caroline in a
pretty dress." She points to the photo of her sons wearing T-shirts on the cover of
Simple Fresh Southern and laughs. "That's their rebellion-they never rebelled as
adolescents."
Although Liza at first disavows any influence on her son's recipes, as she thumbs
through their latest cookbook she changes her mind. "Well, there's my mother's
flank steak recipe," she says, indicating Gran's Flank Steak. "They ate that all the
time growing up. Mother is a great cook." She points to the recipe for Braised
Carrots with Tarragon and Lime. "I guess a lot of their vegetable recipes were
influenced by us. I had a mad crush on tarragon for about five years and put it
in every dish I cooked. We had an herb garden-here's a recipe for Parsnips with
Mint. I used a lot of mint, too." She continues to peruse the pages. "And I fixed
Hoppin' John every single New Year's Day, and they toast the rice in their recipe,
like I used to."

Matt Lee and Ted Lee in New York City at Christmas, 1973.

"Whole Roasted Chicken with Potatoes and Onions-I swear that's my recipe,
but they say it's theirs." And although Liza describes herself as "not a good dessert
cook," she influenced her sons there as well. "I just served fruit for dessert.
When we had company I would dump whatever liquor I had over the fruit." The
Strawberries with Cream and Port Syrup, and the Fig and Bourbon Compote
echo childhood desserts.

BLENDING TRADITIONS
~
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When the Lees gather with their grown children today, they are still all about
cooking and eating. "We start planning the menu in the morning, so we never
have a hurried dinner. Then everybody cooks."
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~ Holidays are more of the same, on a grand scale. "On Christmas morning we

~ always get up and have a cup of hu-kwa, a Japanese tea, and smoked salmon on
~ toast with olive oil. Then a huge rib roast for dinner. Now that the boys are such
~<::> cooks, they decide on the sides. The Pimento-Cheese Potato Gratin was first
~ served at the Lee Christmas dinner, and now we have it for Thanksgiving, too.

Liza Lee with her grandson, Arthur.
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PIMENTO-CHEESE POTATO GRATIN
Reprinted from the book The Lee Bros Simple Fresh
Southern. Copyright (c) 2009 by Matt Lee and
Ted Lee. Photographs copyright (c) 2009 by Ben
Fink. Published by Clarkson Potter, a division of
Random House Inc.
3 teaspoons salt plus more to taste
1Y2 pounds Yukon Gold potatoes, peeled and
sliced into 1,4 inch thick rounds
% cup heavy cream

3 shallots, finely diced (scant Y2 cup)
1,4 teaspoon crushed dried red chile flakes

Yz teaspoon freshly ground black pepper
One 9-ounce jar roasted red peppers or pequillo
peppers, with their liquid
8 ounces extra-sharp cheddar cheese, coarsely
grated (about 2 cups)

Heat the oven to 375°, with racks positioned in
the middle and the top third of the oven.
In a 3- to 4-quart stockpot, bring 2 quarts water
and 2 teaspoons of the salt to a boil. Add the potatoes and
cook for 10 minutes. Then drain, and set them aside.

THE LEE BROS. -

SIMPLE

FRESH

SOUTHERN

Combine the cream, shallots, chile flakes, remaining 1
teaspoon salt, the black pepper, and 2 tablespoons of the
liquid from the jar of roasted peppers in a small saucepan.
Bring to a simmer and cook until the chile flakes have begun
to stain the cream, about 2 minutes. Add half of the cheese
and stir until it melts, about 1 minute. Remove the pan from
the heat.
Layer roughly a third of the potatoes in a 6-cup baking dish,
overlapping them slightly so that they fit in an even layer.
Scatter half of the roasted peppers on top of the potatoes (cut
up any peppers that have remained whole so that they lie flat),
and repeat layering potatoes and peppers until all the peppers
and potatoes have been used. Pour the cream mixture over the
potatoes and peppers, and agitate the dish to distribute the
liquid throughout. Cover with aluminum foil and bake on the
middle rack for 15 minutes.
Uncover the dish, sprinkle the remaining cheese over the top,
and place the dish on the top oven rack. Bake for 8 minutes,
or until the cheese is bubbly and gently browned on top. Serve
immediately.

The Lee Bros. Fresh Simple Southern is available at local
bookstores and online, as is The Lee Bros. Southern Cookbook.
Find their catalog at boiledpeanuts. com.
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COOKING AS A FAMILY
The Lee Brothers will showcase their talents at the Jeanne B.
McCoy Community Center for the Arts in New Albany on
Sunday, April 10, at 2:30pm as they present "Cooking as a
Family." This event will be entertaining for all ages, and will
focus on the fun and healthy benefits of cooking together.
During this event, the Lee Brothers will also demonstrate a
family-friendly recipe from their new cookbook, Simple Fresh

Southern.
For more information, or to purchase tickets, please visit
the McCoy Center website at mccoycenter.org, or call
614-245-4701.

I don't like string beans, but that is often what's fresh at Christmas,
so the boys created blackened string beans, and Will and I make our
garlic-rosemary potatoes, so we have two kinds of potatoes."
A traditional Thanksgiving finds the Lees dining at the home of
friends in Charleston, often in their garden, as they have done since
1982. "You can't imagine what Thanksgiving looks like. The boys
order free-range turkey and they really go wild with oysters and
fabulous things. The first course is entrees by the dozen, then a salad
course, then cheese and then dessert. Originally our friends and Will
and I would do the cooking and the boys always participated. Now
they're the ones to get up at the crack of dawn and we don't do any
of it. It's a completely Lee Brothers Thanksgiving."

100 W. Dublin-Granville Road
614.245.4701
www.mccoycenter.org

"I think my children associate being at the table with good times
and good conversation," Liza says. Then she talks about her first
grandson, Arthur, now 10 months old.
"We went to a Japanese restaurant in Dublin, and Matt was feeding
Arthur shrimp tempura and mackerel." She remembers, bemused. "I
was worried about his digestion, but Matt said 'Oh, Mom, he'll be
fine.' And you know, he just loved that shrimp tempura!"
Clearly, the fourth generation of Lees is already pumping a baby fist
in support of the family food tradition. ~

Nancy McKibben has been writing and eating for years, and is happy to combine
those loves with the opportunity to advocate for local food in the pages of Edible

Columbus. Her novelThe Chaos Protocol was a finalist for the Ohioana Book
Award for Fiction in 2000, and she was the winner of the Thurber House Essay
Contest in 2003. She is also a lyricist and journalist, the mother of six and the wife of
one. View her work at leader.coml nancymckibben; contact her at
nmckibben@leader.com.

READ MORE ONLINE:

ediblecolumbus.com
Check out our web-exclusive recipes under "Resources,"
where we'll feature other dishes from The Lee Bros.
Simple Fresh Southern, including the Fig Bourbon
Compote.
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816 Green Crest Drive
Westerville, OH 43081
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