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By Martin Zibauer
Recipes by Fran Stephen

Photography by Janet Bailey

Fran’s
Dinner

Lucky for  
us, no one ever told 
this cheerful cook  
not to  play
withher

food

SAVOURY ZUCCHINI BITES  
          (recipe, p.93)

 There is a front door too, facing the 
lake, but like all friendly places, it’s this cottage’s 
back door that gets opened first and used most. 
From there, you can see the kitchen – comfortably 
sized, nothing unusual in the white laminate coun-
tertops, stainless steel sink, and medium-brown 
wood cabinets wrapping around three walls. Fran 
Stephen chats easily as she dries a few lunch dishes 
and puts them away. This efficient, modest kitchen 
is clearly her playground. The cabinets are still in 
good shape, not new, but not quite the vintage of 
the fondue pot stored above them, or the harvest 
gold fridge and stove. Aside from the reproduction 

bottle capper and re-corker, what’s on the counter, 
including the food processor and the coffee maker, 
is there to be used. The only hint of excess is a row 
of four knife-tracked cutting boards (two wood, 
two plastic) hanging on the wall. 

If you ask Fran about one of her recipes, the 
tone of her voice shifts: a shade lower and softer, 
as if she subconsciously doesn’t want to be over-
heard. Not for turf protection, though; her reci-
pes aren’t a secret. It’s more that she just wasn’t 
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expecting your interest. Cooking, and tinkering 
with ingredients, is simply what Fran does to relax. 
In the city, it’s a break from the stresses of operat-
ing three group homes for youth. At the cottage 
it’s pure play, and Fran is like a kid with a chem-
istry set, where half the fun is seeing what hap-
pens when the green liquid hits the blue powder.

No, go ahead and ask for a recipe; Fran is 
happy to share, as she did for many years enter-
ing Cottage Life’s recipe contest. Seven of her reci-
pes made it into the magazine, including Pecan, 
Endive, and Asian Pear Salad in 2004 and Cot-
tage Canoes (stuffed jalapeño appetizers) in 
2000. With all those winners, she appeared more 
often than anyone else in the recipe contest. 

If you believe all she says, her recipes are just 
accidents that she’s written down (with scrib-
bled notes no one else can decode). “Oh, I just 
threw that in,” she claims. “I tried switching tuna 
for lamb, and it worked.” Much experimenting 
happens at her Crozier Lake cottage near Dorset, 
Ont., and much of it happens on her husband, 
Phil Town. “I do torture him with jelly recipes,” 
Fran admits, fessing up to a retro fondness for 
that ’50s party favourite – vegetables in aspic. 
Phil doesn’t seem to mind. At first glance an 
imposing man – he’s six-foot-six and built like a 
retired football player, but with an easygoing curi-
osity and a ready grin. The ideal good-humoured 
guinea pig for an improvising cottage cook.

The other curious cottager – in both senses – 
is 10-year-old Eddie. “More like a dog,” accord-
ing to Fran, he’s a Cornish Rex cat: all head and 
ears, not much body and even less fur. Attentive 
and talkative, he meanders after Fran, first out-
side (at ease on his leash) and then back into  
the cottage. Eventually he gets bored and settles 
down for a nap, burying himself deep inside a 
rumpled cotton blanket on the couch. “I’d bet-
ter move the cat before you sit down,” warns 
Phil, and picks up the whole package, like the 
ring bearer at a wedding. Eddie doesn’t stir  
as he’s relocated to a bedroom; in this cottage 
everyone’s used to shifting now and then.

Twenty-three years ago, when Fran and Phil 
jumped into cottage ownership, the building was 
not much more than a single room and a garage. 

Like the multilayered marginalia on Fran’s recipe 
notes, the stories of finding and purchasing hint 
at an impulsive streak. They bought the cottage 
before buying a first home, and without stepping 
inside. The real estate lawyer in nearby Minden 
didn’t even have keys ready when Fran and Phil 
signed the final paperwork. Instead of waiting, 
they decided to break into their cottage, and  
it fell to Fran to squish through a tiny window, 
landing clumsily on a small table inside.

Since that comical first entry, they have 
expanded up and out, adding bedrooms and 
turning the old garage into a kitchen and dining 
room. There’s a tidy bunkie a few steps down the 
hill.  But even with the renovations, the place is 
modest in scale, balancing on a sort of tipping 
point between open and cozy. When there’s only 
Fran, Phil, and the cat, it’s comfortably spacious 
and quiet, but add a friend or two, and it gets that 
happy congestion of a just-starting kitchen party.

This afternoon, the balance is shifting to party 
as friends arrive, first Fran’s business partner, Geof-
frey Ward, and his wife, Janet, and then Willo and 
Burt Smith, who live an hour’s drive north. It’s an 
easy mix of old chums, with the conversation tak-
ing the muddled paths of a river delta, veering in 
one direction, then splitting into separate streams, 
coming together again, briefly. Standing by the 
kitchen counter, making appetizers, Fran holds 
the centre of the activity, always keeping up her 
end of the chat, except when the food processor 
interrupts for a moment. She’s a clean-as-you-go 
cook, so the counter stays tidy and the snacks 
appear without any sign of effort.

The cedar-clad cottage is tucked into the rim  
of Crozier Lake, a navy doughnut of deep, cold 
water (“Not cold,” says Fran, “refreshing”) with a 
lone off-centre island. From the end of Fran and 
Phil’s dock you can see most of the shore, but few 
other buildings, because almost all the cottages 
share the south side, hidden among the pine, 
birch, and poplar trees. When the water is unoc-
cupied, the lucky cottagers feel like they’re on a 
private, unpopulated lake. Although the illusion 
is hard to maintain on summer weekends with 
visitors at the cottage and boats on the lake, that 
makes for a mix that suits Fran. “I like the busy 
times. But I like the quiet times, too.”  >>

A canine silhouette –  

a project from a welding  

class  Fran took – guards  

the cottage (above).  

Scenes from an afternoon 

(opposite, clockwise from 

top left): Like many of 

Fran’s recipes, Savoury 

Zucchini Bites can be  

made ahead, to be cut  

and served when they’re 

needed. Old friends  

and colleagues join Fran  

on the back deck. Phil 

practises on his Giannini 

Craviola, a uniquely  

shaped Brazilian guitar.     

      Cooking, and tinkering with  
                  ingredients, is simply what  
          Fran does to  relax 
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Savoury Zucchini Bites
Based on a recipe Phil’s mother picked 
up while living in Lahr, Germany, this 
quick and easy appetizer, a cross between 
a biscuit and a fritatta, is the perfect 
cocktail snack.

1 cup  Bisquick baking mix (250 ml)
1⁄2 cup  grated Parmesan cheese  

(125 ml)

2 tbsp  dried parsley (30 ml)
1⁄2 tsp  dried oregano (2 ml)
1⁄2 tsp  salt (2 ml)
1⁄2 cup  chopped onion (125 ml)

1  clove garlic, minced

3 cups  thinly sliced zucchini  

(750 ml)
1⁄2 cup  vegetable oil (125 ml)

4  eggs, beaten

1. Preheat oven to 375°F (190°C). In a 
large bowl, combine Bisquick, cheese, 
parsley, oregano, and salt.
2. Stir in the remaining ingredients. 
Spread mixture in an ungreased 9" x 13" 
(23 x 33 cm) ovenproof dish.
3. Bake for 40 minutes, or until the top is 
golden. Cool slightly, cut into 12 squares 
and then halve into triangles. 
Makes 24 triangles.  >>
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the fridge, it’s clear she hasn’t tightly 
planned a menu for tonight. No, she’s 
playing again, improvising, throwing a 
few things together – corn, cherry toma-
toes, arborio rice – and seeing what hap-
pens. And her voice has lowered again, 
just slightly, but this time you’ll recog-
nize that though she may be modest, 
she’s also confident. “Don’t worry,” she 
says, “I’ll just whip something up.” 

Martin Zibauer is Cottage Life’s senior 
editor. His culinary experiments aren’t 
always winners, but his friends give him 
honourable mention for trying.  

As lively as dinner is, by next 

morning the cottage and lake  

are calm again, a perfect time for 

Geoffrey and Janet to go out in 

the sun-bleached canoe (p. 94).

SESAME-CRUSTED  
TUNA MEDALLIONS WITH  

WASABI HOLLANDAISE
SKILLET-ROASTED POTATOES

GRILLED ASPARAGUS 

When it is quiet, there’s a faded yellow 
fibreglass canoe to paddle, or a half- 
finished book by Fran’s chair on the deck. 
It might be some escapist fiction, or it 
might be a new cookbook. “I read them 
like novels,” she says, giggling. “It’s a sick-
ness.” For Phil, nothing to do means time 
to pick up his guitar – he’s self-taught – 
and work on, say, a Neil Young standard.

The busy times began on Crozier 
Lake before the cottagers arrived, when 
loggers worked the area’s forests. Rem-
nants of the industry still turn up, 
including the cartwheel-sized sawblade 
that Phil found under the cottage and 
propped up near the back door. “We’re 
scroungers,” Fran says, explaining 
another found and recycled object, an 
ornate, oak front door. She and Phil 
grabbed it after her parents left it at the 
curb of their east-end Toronto home. 
Even though it once marked a formal 
entrance, it has now retired comfortably 
to guarding the cottage bathroom; 

stripped to bare wood, it’s as dressed-
down casual as anything else here.

The kitchen came the same way. The 
fridge and stove are secondhand, and the 
cabinets were cast-offs, retrieved from 
friends in the city who were renovating. 
Rearranged here, the transplants fill the 
space perfectly. Except, as Fran points 
out, for three cabinets that didn’t fit. And 
the sink that ought to be centred under 
the window, but just isn’t. And then 
there’s the light switch, which is almost 
impossible for newcomers to find. 
“Reach behind the stove,” Phil yells from 
the living room, where he’s noodling on 
his guitar. “We couldn’t be bothered to 
move it when we put the kitchen in,” says 
Fran. “And besides, we know where it is.”

The guests have finished the appetizers, 
and the sun is beginning to hang low in 
the sky. Fran moves into the kitchen 
from the back deck, drawing her friends 
in with her. As she’s pulling food out of F
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Sesame-Crusted Tuna 
Medallions with Wasabi 
Hollandaise
This special-occasion entrée started as a 
recipe for marinated lamb chops with a 
rim of sesame seeds. Out of curiosity, 
Fran replaced the lamb with tuna, and  
balsamic vinegar in the marinade with 
extra soy sauce, and a recipe with Medi-
terranean roots turned Japanese.

1⁄4 cup  vegetable oil (60 ml)

2 tsp  sesame oil (10 ml)
1⁄4 cup  soy sauce (60 ml)

1 tbsp  grated fresh ginger (15 ml)

1 tbsp  fresh lemon juice (15 ml)

4–6  tuna steak medallions, about 

1"–2" (2.5–5 cm) thick (1–11⁄2 lbs/ 

500–750 g)
1⁄2 cup  sesame seeds (approx.) (125 ml)

 Wasabi Hollandaise (optional; 

recipe follows)

1. Mix oils, soy sauce, ginger, and lemon 
juice. Place in a leak-proof plastic bag 
with the tuna steaks and marinate in the 
refrigerator for 3–6 hours. 
2. Heat barbecue to medium-high. 
Drain the tuna steaks and pat dry. Place 

the sesame seeds in a shallow dish and 
roll the edge of the steaks in the seeds 
until well coated.
3. Grill the steaks for 3–4 minutes on 
each side. Don’t overcook them; they 
should remain pink in the middle. If 
desired, serve with Wasabi Hollandaise.
Serves 4–6.

Wasabi Hollandaise
1 tbsp  wasabi powder (15 ml)

1 tbsp  water (15 ml)

2 tbsp  grated fresh ginger (30 ml)

1 cup  unsalted butter, melted and 

cooled to room temperature 

(250 ml)

3  large egg yolks, beaten

1 tbsp + 2 tsp fresh lemon juice  

(15 ml +10 ml)
1⁄4 tsp  salt (1 ml)

pinch  cayenne pepper

1. In a bowl, mix wasabi powder and 
water into a paste, then add remaining 
ingredients. Whisk until well blended.
2. Heat mixture gently in a double boiler, 
whisking frequently, until sauce thick-
ens, about 5 minutes.
Makes about 11⁄3 cups.

Tip: This sauce is easy to prepare in a 
microwave, too. In a microwave-safe 
bowl, heat on 70% power for 1 minute. 
Remove and whisk vigorously until 
smooth. If the sauce is still too runny, 
return to the microwave for 30–40 sec-
onds at 30% power, and whisk again 
until smooth.

Leg of Lamb with Kiwi
Marinade
Most cooks occasionally get caught up 
in one country’s cuisine, or one type  
of dish. For Fran, there was the season 
she began making fruit chutneys and 
experimenting with fruit sauces – 
prunes or figs on pork, plums on beef – 
and then playing with fruit marinades. 
This recipe was the happy result.

“Lamb can take a lot of marinating,” 
she notes, so she often starts the dish at 
home, putting the marinade and the 
meat in a resealable plastic bag and 
bringing it up to the cottage for grilling.

6  kiwi fruit
1⁄2 cup  vegetable oil (125 ml)

3  cloves garlic, finely chopped

2 tbsp  fresh lemon juice (30 ml)  >>

                The cottage is tucked   
into the rim of deep, cold Crozier Lake –       
   “Not cold,” says Fran,  
       “refreshing” 
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1 tsp  curry powder (5 ml)

1 tsp  cayenne pepper (5 ml)
1⁄2 cup  sugar (125 ml)

2–3 lbs  boneless leg of lamb (1–1.5 kg)

1. Cut the kiwis in half and scoop out the 
flesh. Mash with a potato masher, and 
combine with the oil, garlic, lemon juice, 
curry powder, cayenne pepper, and sugar.
2. Trim excess fat and sinew from the leg 
of lamb. Tie it with string as a roast, or 
butterfly by spreading it, pounding it 
lightly to flatten, and slashing the thick-
est parts to make it lie flat. 
3. Marinate the lamb in the kiwi mixture 
for at least 24 hours in the refrigerator.
4. Heat the barbecue to medium-high. 
Drain the meat and pat dry. Cook over 
indirect heat until an instant-read meat 
thermometer inserted in the thickest part 
reads 145°F (63°C) for medium-rare.  

Depending on the grill temperature, a 
tied roast will take about 45 minutes, a 
butterflied roast only 30–40 minutes.
5. Remove from the grill, tent loosely 
with foil, and let rest for 10–15 minutes 
before carving.
Serves 4–6.

Grilled Asparagus
“The classics are classics for a reason,” 
Fran notes, as in the combination of 
asparagus, fresh lemon juice, and Parme-
san. Grilling the spears gives them a 
slight nutty flavour. 

1 lb  asparagus (500 g)

1 tbsp  extra virgin olive oil (15 ml)

2 tbsp  fresh lemon juice (30 ml)

2 tbsp  freshly grated or shaved  

Parmesan cheese (30 ml)

 salt and pepper

1. Preheat oven to 350°F (180°C) or bar-
becue to medium high. Prepare the aspar-
agus by snapping off the woody end of 
the stems and trimming the broken end.
2. Toss the asparagus with the olive oil.
3. Place on a cookie sheet and bake in the 
oven for about 10 minutes, or arrange on 
the barbecue and grill for 6–8 minutes.
4. Sprinkle with lemon juice and Parme-
san and season to taste.
Makes 4 servings.

Skillet-Roasted Potatoes
An easy, earthy side dish – the potatoes 
soak up the stock and the thyme, and 
develop a satisfying crunch. It doesn’t 
need much attention (“Just let it burble 
away,” says Fran) and can be slowed 
down, sped up, or kept warm in the oven 
to match the timing of other dishes. If 
there are any leftovers, Fran uses them 

BLUEBERRY CHEESE PIE
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F R A N ’ S  D I N N E R
Continued from page 94

for a quick potato salad, adding green 
beans, black olives, anchovies, olive oil, 
and white wine vinegar, or, actually, 
whatever she has on hand.

2 lbs  small new potatoes (no larger 

than 2"/5 cm diameter) (1 kg)

2–3 cups  chicken stock (500–750 ml)
1⁄4 cup  dry white wine (60 ml)

2 tbsp  extra virgin olive oil (30 ml)

1 tbsp  butter (15 ml)

1 tsp  dried thyme (5 ml)

 salt and pepper

1. Scrub the potatoes. Arrange them in  
a single layer on the bottom of a large 
non-stick skillet. Pour in enough chicken 
stock to reach about 3⁄4 up the potatoes. 
Add the remaining ingredients, except 
the salt and pepper.
2. Bring to a boil over high heat, reduce 
the heat to medium, cover the pan, and 
cook for about 20 minutes, until the 
potatoes are tender. If the liquid reduces 
by more than half, top it up with a bit 
more chicken broth.
3. Take the pan off the heat. Using a mug 
or a glass measuring cup, gently press 
down on each potato, just until potato 
gives slightly and the skin cracks. (Don’t 
worry if some split completely.)
4. Return the skillet to the heat and con-
tinue cooking, uncovered, until the  
liquid has evaporated and the potatoes 
have browned on the bottom. Gently 
shake the pan to turn the potatoes until 
evenly browned. Let the potatoes rest for 
about 5 minutes, transfer to a serving 
dish, season to taste, and garnish with 
chopped parsley or chives. 
Serves 4–6.

Blueberry Cheese Pie
Wild cottage-picked blueberries aren’t 
always available, but the soft, creamy 
base of this dessert can be topped with 
almost any other fruit. “I’m going to try 
it with fresh cherries in season,” says 
Fran, with a typical tinkering approach. 
“Why wouldn’t it work?” 

STEP 1: Make the crust

13⁄4 cups  graham cracker crumbs (425 ml)
1⁄3 cup + 2 tbsp soft unsalted butter  

(75 ml + 30 ml)

1. Mix the graham crumbs and butter. 
Press mixture in to the bottom and about 
11⁄2" (4 cm) up the sides of a 10" (25 cm) 
springform pan. Refrigerate the crust for 
at least 1⁄2 hour.

STEP 2: Prepare the filling

2 cups  blueberries, fresh or frozen  

(500 ml)

1 lb  cream cheese, softened and  

at room temperature (500 g)
1⁄4 tsp  salt (1 ml)
2⁄3 cup  sugar (150 ml)

2  large eggs 

1  egg yolk

1 tsp  fresh lemon juice (5 ml)

1 cup  sour cream (250 ml)

1 tsp  vanilla (5 ml)

1. If using frozen blueberries, allow them 
to thaw. 
2. Preheat oven to 375°F (190°C).  
Sprinkle the blueberries over the bottom 
of the pie crust. Beat the cream cheese, 
salt, and 1⁄2 cup (125 ml) of the sugar 
until smooth. Beat in the eggs, egg yolk, 
and lemon juice. Pour this mixture over 
the blueberries.
3. Bake for 25 minutes. Meanwhile, mix 
the sour cream, vanilla, and remaining 
sugar. After 25 minutes, remove the pie 
from the oven and increase the temper-
ature to 450°F (230°C). Spoon the sour 
cream mixture over the pie and smooth 
gently with a spatula. Return the pie to 
the oven for an additional 5 minutes.
4. Cool the pie for about 30 minutes and 
then refrigerate for at least 2 hours. Once 
cold, wrap it loosely with plastic wrap 
until ready to serve.

STEP 3: Prepare the fruit topping

2 tbsp  sugar (30 ml)

1 tbsp  cornstarch (15 ml)

1 tbsp  fresh lemon juice (15 ml)

2 cups  blueberries, fresh or frozen  

(500 ml)

1. In a small saucepan, stir together 
sugar, cornstarch, and lemon juice, and 
add blueberries. Simmer over medium 
heat, stirring constantly, until the  
topping is thick and translucent, about  
5 minutes. If the glaze is too thick,  
add a bit of water. Allow to cool.
2. Just before serving, unmold the pie 
and add the topping. 
Makes 8–12 servings.  L


