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The arrival of the 
sweet corn harvest in 
Iowa, the country’s 
biggest corn producer, 
quickens the pulse, 
and bowls of creamed 
corn show up on every 
table. The liquid that 
oozes from the kernels 
when an ear of corn  
is scraped over a grater 
is called milk. Thick-
ened with butter, it 
makes a rich, velvety, 
and (best of all) corny 
broth. That’s two corn 
textures in one dish.

This old American  
Indian dish gets its 
name from the Narra-
gansett word misick-
quatash, which means 

“fragments.” In other 
words, succotash is a 
jumble. In Indiana, 
one of the great corn 
states, green beans 
replace the traditional 
lima beans. Eighteenth- 
century Americans 
added salt pork, but 
today the emphasis is 
on freshness, accentu-
ated here by cooking 
the beans very briefly 
to retain a little snap.
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This is how Americans 
envision corn in their 
dreams: a golden ear 
dripping with butter 
and sprinkled generous-
ly with salt and pepper. 
Roasted, grilled, or 
boiled, corn on the cob 
has been a cornerstone 
of the national cuisine 
since the Wampa noag 
tribe taught the Pilgrims 
how to grow the grain.

ALL-AMERiCAn

corn on the cob

corn
within every cob is the kernel of a great american recipe

photographs by marcus nilsson
text by william grimes
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rhode island

johnnycakes
Feelings run high in 
Rhode Island about 
the unleavened corn 
pancakes known as 
johnnycakes (perhaps 
from journey cake or 
Shawnee cake). Eaten 
for breakfast or as a 
side dish, like biscuits, 
they come in two 
forms. A thin, milky 
batter, like the one in 
our recipe, produces 
the light, crisp cake 
known as Newport, or 
East Bay, style. West 
Bay cakes are thicker, 
smaller, and softer.
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rhode island

johnnycakes

in central america and moving northward until 
all of north america fell under its spell, corn has 
required human intervention to prosper.

which it has. according to christopher co-
lumbus’s journal, two of his men, pushing into 
the west indies, found a city whose residents 
offered “a sort of grainlike millet, which they 
called maize, which it very well tasted when 

boiled, roasted, or made into porridge.” already, corn was recognized as 
versatile, but nowhere did it assume as many guises as in the United 
states. the list reads like an honor roll of national and regional comfort 
foods: creamed corn, hush puppies, spoon bread, cornbread, corn pudding, 
succotash, corn on the cob, corn relish, corn chowder, corn fritters, homi-
ny grits, cornmeal mush, corn sticks, corn muffins, corn dogs, johnnycakes, 
caramel corn, the new mexico stew known as pozole, and last but by no 
means least, popcorn. americans consume more of it than anyone—near-
ly 70 quarts per person every year.

simply put, americans have a taste for corn. garrison keillor may have 
put it best. “sex is good,” he said. “but not as good as fresh sweet corn.”

William Grimes is the author of Appetite City: A Culinary History of New York 
(North Point; 2009).

america is corn country. for every 
amber wave of grain there’s an 
endless field, stretching to the
horizon, of golden corn, standing tall and rustling in the breeze. 
it is the nation’s leading crop. american farmers produced 
more than 13 billion bushels of corn last year. nearly all of it 
was field corn, the type that feeds cows, chickens, and pigs 
or is converted to ethanol fuel. some went to cornstarch, 
cornflakes, and the infamous high-fructose corn syrup. there 
were also 166 million bushels of the corn most people know 
best: sweet corn, the american ingredient par excellence and 
the source and inspiration for thousands of beloved dishes.

the numbers are impressive. but numbers tell only half 
the story. corn’s real stature comes from the enthusiasm 
with which american cooks embraced the strange-looking 
plant they called indian corn, whose origin many tribes 
regarded as miraculous. in one american indian legend, 
corn came to earth when a woman with blond hair appeared 
before a hermit. she told him to burn the dry grass around 
her and, after the sun had set, to drag her body by the hair 
over the scorched field. “wherever my body has passed, new 
grass will arise,” she told him. “when you glimpse my gold-
en hair between the leaves, the grain will be good to eat.”

the plant is as mysterious as the strange blonde. it is an 
annual grass, of unknown origin, with a unique dependence 
on humankind. arranged in neat rows on each ear, and 
wrapped in a tight green sheath, the kernels, or seeds, cannot 
be spread by wind or birds. for thousands of years, beginning 

Corn has been serious 
business in Massachu-
setts since the first 
Thanksgiving. In 1986, 
responding to a peti-
tion by schoolchildren, 
the legislature pro-
claimed the corn muf-
fin the state’s official 
muffin. Good choice. 
A descendant of john-
nycakes and corn pone 
(a Southern style of 
corn bread), the clas-
sic corn muffin works 
equally well at break-
fast, spread with jam, 
butter, or honey, above, 
or as a side dish at big 
American dinners.

massachusetts

corn muffins
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No one knows exactly 
when fishermen from 
Charleston and the Low 
Country started eating 
shrimp and grits for 
breakfast. But we do 
know that the two in-
gre di ents have become 
one of the region’s sig-
nature dishes. Now, of 
course, lunch and din-
ner are also considered 
prime time for the meal. 
This variation adds 
cheddar cheese and a 
robust sauce of bacon, 
onion, and bell pepper.

SouTH CARoLinA

shrimp and grits
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This pre-Columbian 
Mexican dish, which 
gradually drifted 
northward to New 
Mexico, relies on 
hominy—dried ker-
nels of corn boiled  
in water treated with 
slaked lime until  
they swell and the 
hulls and germs 

can be removed.  
The hearty pork-and-
hominy stew comes  
in red and green ver-
sions, depending on 
the chiles used. This 
green version, with 
tart tomatillos, gets 
its heat from jalape-
ños. It also makes  
lavish use of add-ons: 
avocado, sliced onion,  
cilantro, and limes.

new mexico

green-chile pozole
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In Arkansas, you eat 
biscuits with fried 
chicken and hush pup-
pies with fried catfish. 
It’s that simple, just 
like the recipe. The 
classic hush puppy is 
nothing more than  
a dollop of cornmeal 
batter perked up with 
a little cayenne and 
onion and deep-fried 
until crunchy on the  
outside and fluffy on 
the inside. The style 
varies: football-shaped, 
round like doughnut 
holes, or blunt-ended 
like cocktail franks. No 
matter the shape, they 
are one of the South’s 
great side dishes.

Popcorn vendors Fred-
erick William Rueck-
heim and his brother 
Louis pulled out the 
stops for the 1893 
World’s Columbian 
Exposition in Chicago. 
They unveiled their 
snack-food experiment: 
popcorn and peanuts 
coated in molasses. An 
instant hit, it quickly 
evolved into Cracker 
Jack. The homemade 
caramel corn here uses 
Beer Nuts for a rich, 
salty-sweet flavor. It’s 
crisp and addictive.

iLLinoiS

caramel corn

ARkAnSAS

hush puppies
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Two brothers named 
Neil and Carl Fletcher 
introduced a newfan-
gled snack at a fair 
in Dallas in 1942. The 

“corny dog” was a hot 
dog dipped in a sweet 
corn batter and then 
deep-fried and served 
on a skewer. You could 
add zing by twirling 
the tip in mustard. They 
have been selling in 
the hundreds of thou-
sands at the Fletcher 
family’s corny dog 
stands every year since.

TExAS

corn dogs
Created by James 
Dunlinson, Anna Kovel, 
and Michelle Wong

See recipeS Section 
See Guide for SourceS

FoR MoRE AMAzING 
CoRN RECIPES, plus 
hundreds of seasonal 
goodies, check out 
our 60-day summer 
celebration center at 
marthastewart.com/
summer-corn. Go 
online and share!
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