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SANDWICHES 

 

When I worked at Wind in the Willows, a small restaurant in Sedgwick, Maine, the owner made it very clear that a sandwich should be built within the confines of the bread.  It should be a food that could be eaten while holding it in hand without soiling your fingers.  Historically credit for the sandwich has been given to the Fourth Earl of Sandwich who did not want to stop playing cards to eat a meal.  I have always questioned this bit of history because putting something between two slices of bread has more likely been around since bread and fillings have existed.  But Lord Sandwich gets the credit

 

Recently however two publishers have promoted sandwiches which perhaps are eaten best if you wrap yourself in a tablecloth or strip naked and sit in the bathtub.  I noticed it first in the latest issue of Saveur Magazine.  Saveur was originally an inspiring well written magazine that escaped the set versions of such likes as Food and Wine, Bon Appetit and Gourmet in its waning days. Those magazines have the Grilling Issue, The Christmas Cookie Issue etc.  This time Saveur has sunk to the Sandwich issue.  Yes the sandwiches come from many sources and countries, but so many of them are impossible to eat. And they are almost all overbuilt, over- stuffed and frankly impossible to eat.

 

Believe me one of my favorite foods is a good sandwich.  But what defines a good sandwich?  In my book it means something that can be eaten neatly.  It has enough filling to compliment the bread.  The bread should be the best available and not some pathetic supermarket substitute for a baguette or a hearty rye. If a slice of meat works, is there really a need to add a couple of other slides of meat and cheese?  Personally I get irritated when every sandwich is offered with cheese in addition to the meat or fish. In recent years many sandwich shops almost automatically add slices of cheese to everything. A hot pastrami sandwich, to my taste, becomes less interesting with cheese added.  Nothing can beat a great baguette split, buttered lightly and topped with a paper thin slice of baked ham.  Not a huge pile you cannot get your teeth around.  It becomes a truly fabulous combination of flavors that satisfies so easily.  Try this sometime slice the ham-from a bone in ham-very thinly and make the sandwich and then make a second version with a much thicker slice.  One of those is heaven and one is just meat and bread.

 

True Scandinavians, especially the Danes, prepare open-faced sandwiches that are works of art. These often have the filling fall off the edge of the plate, but they are designed to be eaten with a knife and fork.  One friend who was lunching at Tivoli says that he brought the room to a halt when he picked up his sandwich in his hand.  The stares from those surrounding him made him put it back onto the plate and pick up the knife and fork.

 

In these days of intense concern about diet people, not just Americans, are eating too much we have an issue loaded with options to make a nutritionist expire.  Many of the photos in the Saveur Magazine Sandwich issue feature piles of meat well over three inches.  Inside the book there is the $50.00 version of deli from Harold's New York Deli Restaurant in Edison, New Jersey.  It is held together with 10 inch skewers and has approximately 5 pounds of meat.  Talk about healthy eating!  It would seem the bread is secondary with two slices of bread for that massive pile of filling.  It is not a sandwich, but it is gluttony.  Most of the pictures show the filling overlapping the sides of the bread and dripping onto the plates. The cover photo shows a stack of sandwiches with different breads. Is it by accident that many of the bread slices show crusts covered with seeds and whole grains?  Or is that to suggest that it is a healthy choice?  Do not get me wrong, I love hot pastrami on rye greatly or an Italian sub.  However I do restrict my diet to enjoying these options on limited occasions not daily. The offerings in the Saveur issue seem to suggest that these offerings are the norm.  The exception to this is a photo of a cucumber tea sandwich.   Otherwise they seem to glorify how much fat, protein and even vegetables they can stack between two slices of bread.  

 

At the same time Boston.com listed sandwiches from 28 local eateries many with the same gargantuan portions.  Many of these are greatly oversized and over-filled.  I get calls constantly from people who want to know if I cook healthy.  All food is healthy, eaten in reasonable portions, but these odes to gluttony push a truly opposite message.  It is truly difficult to maintain a controlled diet when at every turn someone is pushing bigger is better. If a slice of meat works, is there really a need to add a couple of other slides of meat and cheese? 

