
Bringing the Farm to Your Table
A BECKET COUPLE’S BOOK OF HOMEGROWN RECIPES       //     B y  H a n n a H  V a n  S i c k l e

›› COME SPRING, figur-
ing out which farmer 

has the local asparagus market 
cornered is classified informa-
tion that few chefs are willing 
to divulge. As cool-weather 
crops emerge from the once-
dormant earth, a perennial 
conversation takes shape—one 
rooted in the most basic prem-
ise: Know your food, know 
your farmer. In a region that 
boasts an impressive number 
of family-run farms, it makes 
sense that the Berkshires has 
become synonymous with 
heartwarming, homegrown 
food. That’s the perspective of 
Becket residents Robert Bild-

ner and Elisa Spungen Bildner 
and their debut cookbook. 
The Berkshires Farm Table 
Cookbook: 125 Home-Grown 
Recipes from the New England 
Hills (Countryman Press, 
May 19) captures the culinary 
magic of the region—recipes 
ranging from roasted aspara-
gus and lemon ricotta tartines 
to rhubarb compote. It’s just 
in time to put the season’s 
first bounty to good use.

“The kind of food that the 
farmers in this area produce is 
such a prize,” says Elisa. The 
two have called the Berk-
shires their spiritual home 
for 35 years. (They also have 

a home in New Jersey.) The 
couple first tasted locally 
grown produce that their 
son, Rafi, grew in the family’s 
backyard. The Bildners then 
tagged along to weekend 
farmers markets in Otis and 
Great Barrington, where their 
son introduced them to some 
of the vendors—Elizabeth 
Keen of Indian Line Farm in 
South Egremont and Andy 
Snyder of When Pigs Fly 
Farm in Sandisfield.

“We began to learn their 
stories,” recalls Robert. 

The Bildners spent time 
researching in the field, 
meeting up with dozens of 

farmers from Sheffield to 
Williamstown. They followed 
Dicken Crane and his wife 
Ruth around Holiday Brook 
Farm in Dalton—accompa-
nied by their adorable-at-
the-time pet pig “Scar”—and 
listened with great interest to 
Dicken’s iteration of “burnt 
carrots,” which was adapted 
for their book. They walked 
the pastures at Leahey Farm in 
Lee—a 300-acre organic dairy 
farm—and listened to Jen 
and Phil Leahey speak of the 
struggle to keep their genera-
tions-old farm in the family by 
selling grass-fed meat and milk 
in farmers markets. 
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FARM TO TABLE A local 
couple’s debut cookbook 
takes two Berkshire 
staples—food and  
farming—and brings 
them to the table for all 
to explore and enjoy.
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One of the conundrums 
for farmers is “finding which 
crop is going to carry the 
farm,” says Elisa. Remember 
the enigmatic source of the 
asparagus mentioned earlier? 
Establishing that niche is key 
to making it. The rising cost 
of land and labor, coupled 
with competing against cheap 
food, only scratches the 
surface of what is a deep and 
complicated issue. Robert and 
Elisa keep it simple, by posing 
a wholly rhetorical question: 
How can we help people un-
derstand the value of buying 
local? The cookbook—which 
is delightfully anecdotal in its 
celebrating both the joys and 

challenges of producing local 
food—offers a compelling 
inroad to the conversation. 

“Buying local protects our 
community, preserves our envi-
ronment—and the food tastes 
so much better,” says Robert. 
He cites the inherent value in 
getting to know farmers not to 
mention that supporting local 
agriculture is an easy and direct 
way to preserve open space. 

Telling the story of family-
run agriculture through the 
language of food is a natural 
choice for Elisa, who is a pro-
fessionally trained chef—as 
well as journalism professor, 
practicing yoga instructor, 
and former lawyer.

 The Bildners tapped Brian 
Alberg to hone the recipes, 
many of which came straight 
from the farms. Using experi-
ence gleaned from his position 
as executive chef for the Main 
Street Hospitality Group, the 
Culinary Institute of America 
graduate set to work adapting 
the recipes that could be easily 
replicated by home cooks.

There is inherent irony in 
the Bildners’ journey—one 
that stretches back multiple 
generations to a family of 
fruit and vegetable peddlers. 
“My grandfather started a 
supermarket chain that really 
emphasized and promoted 
fresh vegetables,” Robert 

says of Kings Food Market in 
Summit, New Jersey. His own 
business experience includes 
starting and running a large 
perishable food company 
that distributed food from all 
over the world to markets up 
and down the East Coast. No 
matter how hard his company 
tried to distribute products 
with this quality, he was less 
equipped to do so than local 
farmers. Buying local and 
eating seasonally are primary 
messages of the book. “There 
are markets where everything 
is in season all the time,” Rob-
ert says, “but that’s not tastier, 
healthier, or more sustainable 
than eating locally.” n


