AT HOME: WHAT’S IN SEASON

Okra Time

By Keia Mastrianni // Illustration by Daniel Velasco
summer
temperatures
rise
to
a
Alabama Red. It yields a fat
sweltering crescendo, the okra plant thrives. The seedpod, light green with
African native, generally known for its slender shades of pink radiating from the
green seedpods, flourishes in tropical and sub- tip, and has superior flavor that I love
tropical climates. That is, okra is at its best when to eat raw. A close second is
the heat is most unbearable. In fact, the okra Hill Country Red, a variety
plant remains coolly unaffected when humid- from Eastern Texas. Other variity permeates the air, thick as cotton, and pests eties include Silver
swarm the fringes of our sanity. Standing tall in Queen and White
the field, usually four to six feet high, the crop Velvet Okra, which bear
endures drought conditions, is minimally affect- smooth,
tender,
ed by pests and disease, and yields in abundance white pods.
once Mother Nature turns up the temperature.
Okra pods are
Okra, Albemoschus esculentus, arrived in the most tender
South more than three centuries ago on slave when harvested young and are about
ships by way of West Africa. A
two to four inches
member of the mallow family,
long. If left on the
Okra is at its best
of which hollyhock and cotplant too long, they beton are also a part, okra is the
come woody and fibrous.
when the heat
edible cousin of hibiscus. One
Harvesting is a veritable
is most unbearable. game of hide-and-seek. Just
look at the ethereal unfurling
of an okra blossom, its swirling
when you think you’ve gotyellow petals and red velvet center, and you will ten all the fruit, more pods emerge with every
have no doubt to which family it belongs.
turn of a leaf. And the more you harvest, the more
Okra is deeply embedded in African and Indian fruitful the plant. Be sure to wear gloves when
cuisine, where the whole plant is consumed—its harvesting to avoid the prickly “spines” that nip
leaves and flowers added to soups and stews, and at your fingers and forearms. At season’s end, the
edible seed pods used fresh and dried. Okra seeds seeds are easily saved by leaving a few pods to dry
can even be roasted and ground as a coffee sub- out on the plant, and then removing them whole.
stitute. It is a key ingredient in Cajun and Creole When summer strikes again, you can reach for
cooking, known for its ability to thicken gumbo. your very own self-contained seed packet.
And of course, okra is a beloved addition to the
panoply of Southern fried foods.
For the half-inducted, okra is oft misun- TLP’S ROASTED OKRA
derstood and reduced to its perceived least Serves 2 to 4
appealing characteristic, its mucilaginous
slime. But there is so much more to love: 1 pound okra
grilled okra, pickled okra, roasted okra, okra 2 tablespoons olive oil
stewed with tomatoes, curried okra, corn- Sea salt and black pepper to taste
meal fried okra, okra seed couscous, and
raw okra, its asterisk-shaped pod shaved 1. Preheat oven to 425 degrees.
simply into a salad.
2. Wash and dry okra. Cut pods longer than 2 inches
At farmers markets in the South, the Clemson
Spineless and Burgundy Red reign supreme, lengthwise, leaving smaller pods whole. In a bowl,
but there are a multitude of varieties that can toss with olive oil, salt, and pepper. Spread on a
favorably sway those teetering on the okra fence. baking sheet and roast 10 minutes or until slightly
My personal favorite is an heirloom okra called browned and crispy.
when
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