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Going Raw 
With Asparagus

By Margot Russell

I t took a long time to coax my husband 
into trying asparagus again. His only tryout 
had been as a child when his mother cut 
the thin, long stalks from her garden and 
boiled them silly.

We’ve worked hard on his vegetable issues and 
he is now enjoying asparagus that is properly 
steamed or grilled and doused with a bit of olive 
oil and lemon.

But raw?

I may be pushing his limits here. Childhood 
memories are powerful things.

The common perception is that raw asparagus 
would either be bland or boring and that is not 
the case. Chopped or sliced and thrown into a 
fresh salad provides an extra dimension of flavor 
and a bit of crunch to the dish. You can start 
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slowly at first by adding a few sliced stalks here 
and there, but before long you may be convinced 
to make raw asparagus the main ingredient in a 
salad.

So, what’s to know about asparagus served in its 
most simple form?

Perhaps the real work involved is in seeking out 
asparagus that is truly fresh. It’s usually harvested 
between the months of March and June, so that’s 
the best time to be a connoisseur. Asparagus 
should be displayed at your farmer’s market or 
grocery store standing up straight with its ends 
exposed to fresh, cold water.

Next, take a look at the bottom of the stalks. If 
they look dry, take a pass. Dry asparagus can 
be stringy. If the stalks look wrinkled, they are 
probably past their prime. Look for tips that are 
firm and bright and have not begun to feather.
And let’s talk about size. Does it matter?

Asparagus can be purchased as fat, thick stalks or 
as thin as pencils. Your personal preference or the 
task at hand will determine which you choose. 
Fatter stalks usually need peeling, but are perfect 
for recipes that call for the asparagus to be thinly 
sliced.

If you’re not going to use the asparagus right 
away, you’ll want to store it properly. Wrap the 
ends in a damp paper towel and store it in the 
crisper drawer of your refrigerator. Some purists 
stick it in a glass of water like flowers in a vase.
There are thousands of recipes that call for raw 
asparagus, and many home cooks are now 
singing its praises.

It’s easy enough to toss your own salad together, 
mixing shaved asparagus with greens and 
lettuces and finishing with a lemony vinaigrette. 
But there are some lovely tried and true recipes, 
too, that might inspire you to use raw asparagus 

as a main ingredient. Parmigiano-Reggiano 
cheese is often listed as an accompaniment 
because it melds well with the nuttiness of the 
asparagus. Nuts—like pistachio or walnuts-also 
go well, as do mushrooms.

Most converts agree that asparagus-in the-raw 
tastes best when you use your vegetable peeler 
to make thin ribbons.

But I’ve seen people eat it whole on the way 
home from the farmer’s market. Everyone, of 
course, but my husband.
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