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The first signs of spring are here! Crocuses and tulips are showing their colorful heads. Current day asparagus is puny by comparison to ancient types: some asparagus stalks weighed 1/3 lb. while others grew 12 feet tall! Ancient Egyptians made offerings of asparagus to their gods.  Asparagus is loaded with medicinal properties and was initially recognized for its medicinal uses, similarly to some of its relatives (garlic and onions). Originally used by ancient Greeks and Romans to relieve toothaches and prevent bee stings, today asparagus is used as a diuretic and a laxative. (See Nutritional Value Information)
[image: image3.wmf]Recently, white asparagus has been appearing in our stores. While popular in Europe for a long time, white asparagus is relatively new to our shores. These white asparagus are not a different variety than our traditional green types; they are just grown in darkness. The lack of light causes the spears to have no chlorophyll - the pigment that makes asparagus green. Some say that the white spears taste sweeter, but some say they don't have as much flavor. You will just have to try them to know for sure! You may also be seeing purple asparagus. Some of the purple types may be more tender than the green spears so that they can be eaten raw (they turn green when cooked). They could be a great way to add an unexpected flash of color to a salad. Ask at your farmers' market about some of these non-green asparagus.
Eating - Now That's Easy! 
Usually we eat the tender green part of the asparagus, sometimes referred to as asparagus tips. To get the tips, you may need to break the asparagus spear by just snapping it between your hands (it will naturally break off at the lower woody part of the spear). You can eat the tougher part or use for soups too! Just peel them and slice into salads for added crunch.
Asparagus can be sautéed or steamed and tossed with pasta and your favorite vegetables. To steam, add about 1 inch of water with some salt to a tall pot and stand spears upright in it. Cover and cook for 15-20 minutes.
Nutritional Value
Green asparagus is a good source of vitamin C, and folacin.  The white asparagus have lower vitamin contents than the green spears. Asparagus has long been recognized for its medicinal properties. Asparagus contains substances that act as a diuretic, neutralize ammonia that makes us tired, and protect small blood vessels from rupturing. Its fiber content makes it a laxative too.
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Best Way to Store
Keep asparagus cold and humid. Refrigerate in a plastic bag. Don't wait too long to enjoy once you bring it home! If they are limp when you're ready to use them, break off the stem ends and standing them upright in cold water for an hour, to make them firm again.
Selection 
The size of the stalks is not related to tenderness, but instead to the age of the bed in which it grew (young and old beds have the skinniest stalks). Choose green spears with closed, compact tips. Open tips are an indication that the asparagus are over-mature. Avoid spears whose stems ends look dry. The stalks should be straight, firm, and brightly colored.


INGREDIENTS:

1 bunch fresh asparagus, trimmed

2 tablespoons butter

Cooking spray




1 tablespoon soy sauce

Salt and pepper to taste



1 teaspoon balsamic vinegar

DIRECTIONS:

1. Preheat oven to 400 degrees F (200 degrees C)

2. Arrange the asparagus on a baking sheet.  Coat with cooking spray, and lightly season with salt and pepper (optional).

3. Bake asparagus 12 minutes in the preheated oven, or until tender.

4. Melt the butter in a saucepan over medium heat.  Remove from heat, and stir in soy sauce and balsamic vinegar.  Serve balsamic butter in a small individual “dipping dish”

Nutrition Tip:  Dip bite size pieces of cooked asparagus in balsamic butter to minimize amount of butter (fat) you eat.  Consider omitting salt to minimize sodium intake. Remember soy sauce is high in salt
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BAKED ASPARAGUS WITH BALSAMIC BUTTER SAUCE








