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FRANKLY, lT SOUNDED LIKE HYPE: a Sea-

food company dubbing its Mediterranean
mussels "Peaches of the Sea" because they
were so plump and sweet. The description
hooked me. A lifelong seafood lover with
an overriding fondness for shellfish, I made
it my mission to check them out-both in

their home waters in Puget Sound
and on the plate. They would be a
worthy catch, indeed, for this typi-
cally overlooked bivalve is the last
great steal at the seafood counter:
delicious, nutritious and, at around
$3 a pound, downright cheap.

America's culinary horizons have ex-
panded greatly. We've come to knowwhat a
good crusty loafofbread tastes like. We've
Iearned to love (many ofus, anyway) sushi.
But as a nation, we're still missing the boat
when it comes to mussels, a shellfish much
prized by the rest ofthe world.

The Spanish adore them as tapas and 
-deem them essential in paella. A French fr

bistro menu without morles? Impossible! ",.
The Befgians are crazy for these dark- !
shelled mollusks. In Belgium, moules frites I
(mussels and French fries) is nothing short p
ofa national dish-as popular as hot dogs 9.
in the United States and, accordingly, !
also served by sidewalk vendors. Z

Why are Americans less enthusiastic? 8
For one thing, it 's only fairly recently that 0

tempting, tosty fore
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mussels have been extensively cultivated in
North America, and thus become widely
available. Nor have they benefited, like
a certain bivalve, from a starring role in
dishes Iike New England clam chowder and
fe.tire affairs l ike clambakcs. Anericans
line up at clam shacks, not mussel shacks.

"The traditional view here has been that
Inu\sel5 were \omething that c lung to pi l -
ings and rocks," says Bill Taylor of Taylor
Shellf ish in Shelton, Washington. "Most
people never thought ofthem as food."

Taylor knows his mus
sels. As vice president ofthe
fourth-generation compa-
ny, he oversees its produc
tion and shipment of clams,
oysters, geoducks and Mr,-
tilus galloprovincialis, the
mussel of Mediterranean
origin that was described as
being sweet as a peach. For
more than a decade, Taylor
Shellfish has been farming
this species of mussel in the
southern reaches of Puget
Sound and has now built
production to the point where its bivalves
are becoming known and loved on the
west coast ofNorth America, and by mus-
sel lovers nationwide, via mail order.

"From May through October, rvhen
they're at their best, we harvest and ship
35,000 pounds of mussels a rveek," says
Taylor, steadying the boat he's readied on
a narrow bay at the southern end of Puget
Sound not far from Olympia. On a beauti-
fully clear September afternoon, he steers
it out to some of the 30-by-30-foot rafts
where Taylor Shellfish grorvs its mussels
on weighted ropes that hang down 10 to 12
feet in the nutrient-rich water.

In France, n.russels are farmed differ-
ently, harvested from stakes in the seabed
called bouchots in a manner that dates
from 1235 and a fortuitous discovery by
an Ir ishman named Prtr icL Wrl ton.  Slr ip
wrecked off the coast of France, Walton
attempted to capture seabirds in nets he
strung above the water on poles. He netted
few if any birds, but he did make a consid-
erable catch beneath the waves: Mussels

clung to the poles below the
high tide mark.

"We didn't invent this
system," says Ta,ylor, ty-
ing up to one of the rafts.
"Spain grorvs nussels on
rafts. So does tapan. Our :
farm marager is from Nerv
Zealand, lvhere thev sus-
pend ropes fron barre1s."
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:,r: EANTNG Ovrn, he pulls up one of the
,:, ropes far enough to display the col-
r:...umn of l iving creatures bunched
about six inches in diameter around it.
The glistening mussels are an inch or so
1or.rg, still a half year away from harvest.
Come spr ing, each rope r'r,ill weigh nearly
25 pounds, and hauling these mussels wil l
require other rruscles. Every six inches on
each raft crossbean hangs another rope.

fhe mu'sels that  are mo5t of len on i .e
in American markets arrive from either
Prince Edward Island, off Canada's north-
east coast, or New Zealand, known for its
green-lipped variety. They typically run
20 to 30 per pound, and they are excellent
prepared any nunber ofways, especially as
the classic moules marinidre, cooked with
white wine, garlic and parsley.

Mediterranean mussels, now farn-red
in British Columbia as well, are harvested
twice as large. At 10 to 15 to a pound,
they're more versatile in the kitchen, doing
nicelybaked on the halfshell or fried.

Mussels
ore the lost
greqt steol
qt the
seofood
cou nter:
At oround
$3o
Pound,
they're
downright
cheop.
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MEDITERRANEAN
MUSSELS BY MAIL

Toylor Shellf ish Co.
3601426-6178
toylorshellf ish.com

MEDITERRANEAN MUSSELS IN CURRY SAUCE
SERVES FOUR--OR TWO SET'OUS MUSSEL TOVERS

The {ollowing recipe is from Xinh Dwelley, che{ at Xnh's Clom &
Oyster House in Shelton, Woshington.

But what about taste? Are they as sweet
as the claim? Pointing the boat back to
shore, Taylor says a table awaits us at Xinh's
Clam & Oyster House in Shelton.

Xinh (pronounced Sin) Dwelley, 55, is
a fiye-time oyster shucking champion and
former Taylor Shellfish packer. She came to
the U.S. fron Vietnan in 1970 and wowed
Taylor management and crews by cook-
ing many of her native dishes and adapting
thenr to the abundant West Coast seafood.

EFORE SHE TURNED PRO, Xinh Tvon

the gold medal in the amateur cook
division of the West Coast Seafood

Festival for her Mediterranean mussels in
curry sauce (see box). Ten years ago, she
noved fron the packinghouse to a corner
restaurant in downtorvn Shelton. The place
has been jammed ever since.

Her menu features impeccably fresh
shellf ish in many Asian guises-Manila
clams in hoisin sauce, panfi-ied Pacific ovs
tc'r 's. ir hot rnd spicl seafood sonp, black
t iger prawns in curry sauce. But,  ofcourse,
I ordered mussels. Dish after dish arrived:
mussels on the half shell, Xingt award-
winning mussels in curry sauce served
over jasmine rice, also mussels in a tamir-
rind sauce with carrots and celerv.

I 7z toblespoons soy souce
rZ tecspoon sugor or honey

% cup ground peonuts

The mussels came in two colors. White
ones, Bil l Taylor explains, are male. The
orange are female. Both taste the sane
briny and, yes, \ 'ery slveet. No question
about it: the best mussels I 'r,e cver eaten.

Thank goodness tbr mail order. Even
though I'm 3,000 miles fronr Puget Sound,
I can answer the front doorbell and find l0
pounds of Mediterranean mussels awaiting
lne. Yes, they're more expensive than those
at my local market. Shipping charges for 10
po nds run lbout $25 to $40. Bul  . ince the
mussels cost onlv $2.95 per pound and rvil l
feed four or fir'e, the total cost is reasonable.

I cooked my most recent shipment tlvo
ways. First, I experimented with absolute
simplicity mussels in a hot skil le t. While
your skil let is heating, clean the mussels.
Remove exterior debris with a scrub brush
and pull offthe beard, or byssus. Then add
a handful of mussels to thc skil let. Noth-
i r rg else.  No oi l .  no hutter.  n ' r  r r  i r r<

After-a fen,norrents,  the ntussels rv i l l
pop open one bl one. \\rhen scveral have
opened, dump in tlte rest, rl i th some
minced garlic and chopped parsler.. Cover
and steam the mussels ti l l  they all open.
(Those that don't should be ciiscarded.) At
this point, most varieties rvil l  be ready to
serve. Give the larger Nlediterranean mus
sels an extra couple minutes. Tl.rer.r plate.

I next saut6ed sliced onion, celery, fennel
and roughly diced red potatoes in a bit of
olive oil till the potatoes urele nearly tender.
Then I added some red pepper flakes, a bit
of saffron, trvo cups of lvlrite wine and my
remaining stash of mussels. When the mus
sels were done, I spooned the stervlike dish,
shells and all, into the biggcst borvls I could
ftnd and set out sorne good crustv bread.

f you have anr. lefr over, here's what I
suggest: Remove the uneaten mussels from
their shells and reserve thenr. Also refrig-
erate what's left in your steaming pot. The
following day, purde the pot vegetables and
broth and reheat the mixture with a bit of
crcrm. {dd the ntussels iust  befole sen ing
to rewarm them. Secord-day mussel soup:
an easy way to prolong the sweet feast. O

John Grossmonn hos wri f ien obout food and
restouronts for Goulmet, Sovev ond Cooking Light.

5 pounds mussels
3 cups woter
Ya cup butter or olive oil
I teqspoon finely chopped gorlic (dry roosted ond unsolted)
7a cup coorsely chopped onion solt ond pepper to toste
I con (8 ounces) of coconut milk coyenne pepper to toste
I toblespoon curry powder

I . Steom the mussels until open, Droin ond remove the meot from the
shells. Set the meot oside.
2. ln o frying pon, lightly brown the gorlic in the butter or olive oil. Add
the onion ond sout6 until softened.
3. Add oll the remoining ingredients except the mussels- Mix well. Add
the mussels ond bring the mixture to o boil to reheot the mussels.
Serve over steomed rice or noodles, ond gornish with chopped green
onion ond choooed cilontro.
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