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Know how to look for farmer's markets
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Lázaro Alturo Diaz Cabrera enjoys a Cuban feast with 16-month old José Diaz at Opa-Locka-Hialeah Flea Market. 
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''I had never been to a farmer's market with no food,'' writes a Promiscuous reader in an e-mail regarding a market he visited in Midtown.

Alas, if you live northeast and northwest of South Beach, north to Aventura, farmer's markets can seem bare and uneventful. If you're a transplant accustomed to the farmer's markets of New York and California, you may be downright depressed. Truth is, urban Miami also has farmer's market adventures. You just have to know where and how to look.

For many Miamians, our parents dragged us to Opa-Locka-Hialeah Flea Market so they could save a few dollars on everything, especially produce and vegetables. The scene is a rhythmic Caribbean poem set in a food shanty town. 

There are clusters of boxes and bins filled with oranges, red apples, red plums, coconuts, pumpkins, yellow and white yams, green bananas, beautifully bruised sweet plantains and all kinds of tiny cakes. And nothing is over $3. The juicy, candy-sweet tangerines (eight for $1) remind you that God is, indeed, top chef. My absolute favorite thing to buy here is the big, thin-skinned, green avocado that tastes like nature's sweet cream. At $1.50, the possibilities are endless. Cut a few slices, sprinkle coarse salt and enjoy the luxury of culinary simplicity. Wrap the rest in plastic wrap, stick it in the fridge and the next morning add a few avocado slices in a blender with ice, half a cup of vanilla soy milk, a tablespoon of carnation or condensed milk and a sprinkle of fresh nutmeg and cinnamon for a morning smoothie.

On Saturday and Sunday mornings, walking through sections of the flea market feels like you're in Havana, Port-au-Prince or Kingston with the native hymns blaring from gigantic speakers, accents gyrating against the sounds of people haggling interminably over the price of baccalá (dried codfish). Then there's older Latin men gathered around a seething spring of frying pork, sipping Heineken.

The arroz con pollo, pasteles and legumes in the flea market restaurants are as good as the local casita-style venues weaved throughout Miami -- hot, oily, tasty street food. And some sections have picnic tables and seating areas for which to drink not only the beer, but also the flavors that make Miami's urban farmer's market experience so delicious.

The tomatoes were mealy, and the homemade hummus was a chick-pea mess. And what I envisioned was going to be an ocean of anxious culinary artists was just six vendors at the Upper Eastside Green Market in front of Legion Park. Then, salvation. I tasted Francis Modina's apricot rugelach -- a tiny, slightly flaky, sticky pastry (1 for $1 or 6 for $5). And then I tasted his moist, delicate pumpkin bread ($5 a loaf). Modina -- a jolly, old, St. Nicholas-looking chap is owner of Le Vinois Bakery and a third-generation baker originally from a small city near the French Alps. He sells his delicacies throughout the local farmer's markets on weekends. There were also men selling colorful marshmallow kebabs, but I didn't want to go into sugar shock. So now I have an excuse to go back.

On a breezy Saturday morning at Normandy Drive and 71st Street, I found a fair farmer's market set in a cute, semi-Miami Beach neighborhood. People were thumbing through boxes of humongous grapefruit, persimmon, guava, baby bananas, star fruit, eggplant, gigantic carrots and other veggies. One vendor served Ceviche Parlor's Mahi Mahi Ceviche ($12 for half pound) -- a refreshing combination of supple chunks of Mahi-Mahi, avocado, sour orange and other ingredients (though it had too much lime). The more balanced Wild Scallop Ceviche had slightly sweet pieces of baby watermelon ($10 for half pound). While devouring the Mahi-Mahi, I watched a smiling pregnant woman rubbing her tummy while inhaling a cilantro bush, and I realized that while Miami's farmer's market experience may not seem bountiful enough, one vendor, one whiff, can make all the difference.

The Lincoln Road Farmers Market has come a long way. Amid the eclectic art exhibits and mimosa-sipping botox vixens, a Sunday stroll offers interesting food surprises like the World of Flavors vendor. Bowls of teas made of dried apple, passion fruit and papaya and spices like Madras curry, lavender and paprika jewel the table like a live spice painting.

''Smelling is free,'' says the vendor's representative, Jennifer Revello, while passersby relish the rich aromas and colors. I bought the hibiscus and cherry tea ($6 for less than an ounce). ''Put a little in your Champagne,'' says Revello. ``You never know what you'll find.''

The Promiscuous Palate is a biweekly feature capturing the adventures of local cuisine. Feedback and suggestions are welcome at promiscuouspalate@yahoo.com. 

