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CLAM CHOWDER 

Often a subject comes to mind only to have it reinforced from numerous sources.  A few weeks ago a California couple asked for some classes on New England Cooking, particularly clam chowder.  While I was considering recipes, I received Edward Behr’s, The Art of Eating, an in-depth, culinary magazine, www.artofeating.com.  An article by Nancy Harmon Jenkins was devoted to fish chowder.  She wrote about the generations of her family making chowders.  Soon after that one of the food shows featured a Clam chowder festival.   

These all combined to start me thinking about the varieties of chowder.  Set aside the regional differences between New York, Rhode Island, Maine and Massachusetts.  There are as many versions of New England clam chowder as there are of Texas chili. New England clam chowder is milk based.  But the end product can vary enormously.  Restaurant versions can vary from watery pallid potato soups with barely a hint of clams to thick porridge like concoctions.   

In Eastern Maine, historically, chowder was made from clams, specifically steamer clams.  Even the poorest were able to dig a hod full of clams at the shore’s edge and have the beginnings of dinner.  Chowder was created with salt pork, tried out, and onions sweated until tender, and potatoes. The soup was finished with the clams along with milk and or cream. Ms Jenkins’ mother would set her fish chowder on the rear of the stove to heat gently for several hours.  My mother served it as soon as it was hot.  My mother also substituted butter for the pork fat, because as Catholics, meat was prohibited on Fridays.  Any thickening came from the disintegrating potatoes and adding crumbled crackers at the table.   

A well-made clam chowder allows the innate flavors of the clams, milk, potatoes, salt and pepper to stand out.  There are those who can never leave well enough alone and they lose the simplicity of the original. Those cooks try too hard to add “layers of flavor”.  I have seen recipes with carrots and celery, herbs spices sweet potatoes or beans.  These may make delicious soups, but not New England Clam Chowder.  Restaurant versions are often so thickened with a roux a spoon can stand on its own.   

In Down east Maine the clam of choice is usually a steamer clam, which is often the leftovers from a steamed clam dinner. If you steam the clams, you can use the clam liquor instead of water and provide more flavor to the chowder.  South of the Cape Ann Peninsula the clam of choice tends to be chopped quahogs or sea clams.     

Salt pork not only adds the fat to cook the onions, but also it lends its own flavor.  Butter works, if pork fat is not an option. Bacon is a possibility, but care should be taken that it is lightly smoked, or it will overpower the chowder. The potatoes should be all purpose Maine potatoes, Katahdins was the variety most commonly used in the past.  These are a medium-moisture potato that will break down slightly but still have texture after cooking. 

Use whole milk or milk and cream, light cream or even medium cream.  Using all cream makes chowder that is too rich. Skimmed or low fat milk makes a rather dull and insipid soup.  The soup will have body without being too thick.  The starch from the potatoes and the biscuits added at the table provide the entire thickening needed.  Finish the soup with salt and pepper.   

As for the thickening there is precedent for thickened clam soup, which Marjorie Mosser gives in her book, Good Maine Food, Doubleday, Doran & Co., Inc., 1939.  She called the soup Clam Bisque and easily can be translated into the very thick versions found in so many places.  She uses crushed cracker crumbs.  The Clam Chowder festival program made it clear that chowders thickened with a roux of flour and butter were their favorite.  My suggestion:  try the recipe below to sample the home cooked version.  If you must have thickened chowder, then melt 2 tablespoons of butter in a saucepan and stir in 2 tablespoons of flour, when that mixture is completely foamy with only a hint of browning; stir it into a pot of hot chowder and heat until lightly thickened. 

Serve the chowder with a plain cracker such as a common cracker, oyster cracker or if you must Bremner wafers for guests to crumble into the chowder or nibble on the side.

2 pounds of steamer clams, or 1 pound fresh or frozen minced clams with liquor

¼ cup finely diced salt pork, 

2 onions, ¼ inch dice

3 cups potatoes, ½ inch dice

Water or bottled clam broth

1 quart whole milk, light, medium or half and half cream, or 2 cups milk and 2 cups heavy cream

Salt and pepper to taste 

Place the steamer clams in a 3 quart pot and add 1 inch of water.  Place over high heat and bring to a full boil.  Let cook 1 minute, the broth should froth over the top of the clams.

Remove the cover and remove from the heat.

Set aside to cool.

In a sieve, rinse the diced pork under hot running water to remove excess salt.  Shake off the excess water.

Place the fat back in a large casserole or soup pot and cook over medium low heat until the fat has rendered and the fat pieces have become golden brown.

Strain the cracklings into a strainer, reserving the liquid fat.  Drain the cracklings on paper towels until needed. 

If there are any burned bits in the pot, rinse out and put over low heat.

Add two tablespoons of liquid fat and cook the onions until soft but not brown.

When the clams are cool enough to handle, shuck them, pulling off the black neck covering and mince the clams. Strain the broth from the clams through a coffee filter if desired, or pour slowly into another container leaving any sediment and grit behind.

Or, strain the liquor from the fresh or frozen clams, preferably through a coffee filter to remove all trace of grit.

Add the potatoes to the softened onions and stir to coat evenly.  Add clam liquor and water or clam broth to cover the potatoes by ½ inch.

Simmer the potatoes and onions for about 12 to 15 minutes or until the potatoes are tender, but still hold their shape.

Add the milk or cream with the clams and heat gently, stirring occasionally and correct the seasoning with salt and pepper to taste.

Yields 6 servings.

Serve with crackers.

