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Young volunteers cook with heart
By Marion Kane

The Star (Toronto)

Saturday, March 18th, 2006
MONTREAL – The cover of this month’s Gourmet magazine shows a young couple enjoying coffee with croissants in a rustic-yet-elegant café while a small white pooch sits cutely on the woman’s lap.

“Is this Milan, Paris, Madrid or London?” you might well ask. No, dear readers, we have here a “Special Issue” devoted, Gourmet’s headline raves, to “North America’s most European city.” That city is Montreal.

Inside is page after enticing page, complete with photos and sidebars, listing where to dine, drink and reside in Montreal neighbourhoods such as Mile End, The Plateau and, of course, Old Montreal.

Although happy to see that my birthplace is getting such rave reviews, I don’t need Gourmet to list its virtues. My father’s roots are pure Baron Byng, St. Urbain and Fletcher’s Field; my bohemian joual-speaking brother lives here and I’ve had the perfect excuse to visit since my daughter Ruthie began studies at McGill last fall.

So I was hardly surprised when, via Ruthie, I discovered Santropol Roulant, a wonderful non-profit operation that prepares and delivers meals on wheels by means of a carefully orchestrated, synergistic scheme that uses a handful of paid staff and a slew of volunteers, all young.

Located on the corner of St. Urbain and Duluth, its spacious cluttered office and adjoining kitchen are kitty-corner from Café Santropol, a popular, homey eatery that celebrates 30 years in business this summer.

It was two waiters from that establishment who founded Santropol Roulant 10 years ago. Its mission, client manager Cheryl Williams explains over coffee, is “to connect people across cultures and generations.” That connection is made – quelle surprise – through food. 

The group delivers about 90 meals a day for $3.50 a pop using eight Montreal routes, a couple done by car, the others by bicycle or on foot.

Williams doesn’t like the word shut-in and calls the seniors who receive meals “clients who have a loss of autonomy,” adding, “some are mobile, some are not.”

Emma Davenport, director of operations, notes that Santropol Roulant “brings young and older people together” in a win-win situation. “We’re not a business,” she continues. “It’s like a family. Everyone has their place. If a volunteer only cuts carrots, that’s his or her place. People comment that they’ve found a home here.”

At the heart of this home is kitchen co-ordinator Sarah Low. I talk to her in the small but well-equipped kitchen as the late-morning meal prep by four young volunteers, mostly students, is quietly and purposefully in full swing.

Low, 25, is a former Torontonian who graduated from McGill in history two years ago. “My dad taught me how to cook,” she says softly, adding that he’s a Latin teacher at Humberside C.I.

A paid employee, she works here seven hours a day, five days a week. Her action-packed agenda includes planning menus, ordering ingredients and supervising her constantly changing crew of volunteer cooks. Often, she finds herself devising dishes for clients with dietary restrictions.

Low, who is halfway through her six-month contract, loves her work and calls it “cooking for a cause I feel good about.” She tells me about the Christmas Eve she delivered food to a man she’d known only through his special diet. “He made my day challenging,” she says with a smile. “It was wonderful to meet him and know, in a direct and memorable way, that he’s a real person.” 

Here’s a recipe for one of Low’s favourite meatless dishes. It’s a lasagna-like casserole in which eggplant takes the place of noodles. Like any layered dish, it’s a bit time-consuming to make but worth the effort. This makes a big batch, ideal for a crowd of hungry vegetarians.
Eggplant Lentil Bake
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Star-Tested

The 19-oz (540 mL) of tomatoes are not always available; you could use one-and-half 28-oz (796 mL) cans. Low often uses diced, steamed fresh vegetables such as carrots, zucchini and onion, instead of frozen. Add a bunch of spinach, steamed, drained and chopped, to the lentil layer and/or use ½ cup chopped fresh basil instead of dried, if desired. Serve with crusty bread and a green salad. I like a dollop of plain yogurt with mine.

tomato sauce

2 tbsp vegetable oil

1 onion, peeled, chopped

2 garlic cloves, peeled, chopped

1 tsp paprika

¼ to ½ tsp hot pepper flakes, optional

Two 19-oz (540 mL) cans diced or whole tomatoes

2 tbsp tomato paste

1 tbsp liquid honey or maple syrup

1 tbsp each: dried oregano and basil

Salt + pepper to taste
lentil layer

2 tbsp vegetable oil

2 celery stalks, coarsely chopped

1 tsp ground cumin

19-oz (540 mL) can lentils, drained, rinsed

2 cups mixed frozen vegetables

Salt + pepper to taste

eggplant layer

1 eggplant (about 1-½  lb/750g), halved lengthwise, cut in ½-inch-thick slices

4 tbsp vegetable oil

Salt + pepper to taste

cheese
4 cups grated mozzarella

1 cup grated asiago, old cheddar or Gruyère cheese

preparation: Preheat oven to 350f

For tomato sauce, in medium saucepan, heat oil over medium heat. Add onion; cook, stirring about 5 minutes or until softened and golden brown. Add garlic, paprika and pepper flakes, if using; cook, stirring about 2 minutes more. Add diced tomatoes, tomato paste, honey or maple syrup, oregano and basil. 

Bring to boil; reduce heat to low and simmer, stirring occasionally, about 30 minutes or until slightly thickened. Taste; add salt and pepper.

For lentil layer, in medium saucepan, heat oil over medium heat. Add celery and cumin; cook, stirring occasionally, about 4 minutes. Add lentils and frozen vegetables; stir to combine. Taste; add salt and pepper.

For eggplant slices in single layer; cook, turning once, until browned on both sides, about 5 minutes. Remove from skillet; repeat with remaining oil and eggplant.

To assemble, place half of fried eggplant in bottom of 9-by-13 inch (3L) baking dish. Cover with lentil mixture, half of tomato sauce, half of mozzarella, remaining eggplant, remaining tomato sauce, remaining mozzarella and asiago, cheddar or Gruyère. Cover with foil; place on baking sheet to catch any drips.

Bake in oven about 30 minutes or until cheese is melted and layers are heated through. Remove foil; bake until cheese topping is nicely browned, about 10 minutes.

Makes 8 to 10 servings.
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