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foreword

In thirty-three years, a great many cooks have come through the kitchen at Chez Panisse, but even among those who moved on to start successful restaurants of their own, Suzanne Goin is a standout. When Suzanne started working at Chez Panisse, we all knew right away that one day she would have a restaurant of her own and that other cooks would be coming to her for kitchen wisdom and a warm welcome.

From her first day on the line in the Chez Panisse kitchen, Suzanne looked you right in the eye—but modestly!—and she was always beautifully immaculate, whether in starched whites, or jeans and a T-shirt. She was the perfect line cook in the open café kitchen—charming, friendly, and funny. She had the sunny sarcasm of a young Rosalind Russell, and her sophistication and timing—in and out of the kitchen—left the other young cooks behind. Always thirsty for more knowledge and with a gift for learning, she had figured out which European restaurants would take her as a stagière and chosen the ones where she knew she would learn the most. Best of all, she already knew exactly what she liked, and she had the two indispensable characteristics of a great restaurateur: impeccable taste and irrepressible generosity.

Every time I visit her restaurant I’m amazed by her perfect calibration of good cooking and atmospheric joie de vivre. Sometimes when I go to a restaurant where I’m known, the establishment tries too hard to show off its range and goes too far out of its way to impress with too much service and too many dishes in a dizzy display of artistry that becomes an unappetizing embarrassment of riches. They never do that at Suzanne’s. There, discernment is folded deftly into the hospitality. They stay focused on the diner and know just what to send out, in the right combinations and with the right balance and restraint, so that the emphasis is always on the purity of the raw materials, not on the kitchen’s dazzling technique. When I take friends there, it’s like giving them a wonderful gift. The ingredients they use at Lucques are supremely well chosen and appropriate but never utterly obvious, which is what makes Suzanne’s creativity of a sort we ought to prize. Recipe names such as Dungeness Crab Salad with Avocado, Beets, Crème Fraìche, and Lime; or Barbara’s Apples and Asian Pears with Radicchio, Mint, and Buttermilk Dressing should tell you something about what you’ll find in these pages: recipes for food that is truly a creation, in the best sense of the word, but lacks any haughtiness.

It’s no surprise that Suzanne has thrived as a down-to-earth chef in a city that often seems so up-in-the-air. Her way of cooking and thinking about food is firmly rooted in the age-old but still lively tradition of real food. Suzanne shares this tradition with everyone she cooks for. Now she shares it with her readers. Her book, which I’m proud to introduce, is ultimately about simple food and pure ingredients.

Suzanne’s commitment to organic food of the highest quality—including everything from her tomatoes to her pasta to her oysters—is a vitally important part of her cooking, both the process and the results. She goes above and beyond to find the ultimate examples of beautiful produce (which doesn’t necessarily mean a perfectly round apple or a perfectly smooth-skinned tomato), and she is committed to supporting local farmers and food purveyors. Naturally, Suzanne shops at the farmers’ market. It’s important that you do the same. Find ingredients that are in season, ripe, and organic, because they are the essence of Suzanne’s recipes. And the beauty of recipes like these is that they seduce those who make them into a happy awareness of how making the right choices about food makes our world a more sustainable and, at the same time, more meaningful place to live.

—alice waters
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introduction

Food was an absurdly large part of my childhood. My parents planned vacations around their dining options; they scoured cookbooks for dinner-party recipes; they even developed a complex and rigid “preferential voting” system to determine which restaurant we would eat at on Friday nights. But my favorite of these culinary obsessions played itself out at home on Sunday mornings, when my dad stood up from the breakfast table and put on his apron. That’s when I knew we were in for some fun.

Though my father usually opted for dining at fancy French restaurants, when cooking at home he suddenly became an Italian peasant. His hearty rustic stews involved a lot of work, so I naturally took on the role of his prep cook. I would cut the bacon with scissors, peel the garlic, snip the parsley, and grate the Parmesan. By the time our creation was ready to eat, lunchtime had passed, but it was still too early for dinner. On Sundays, it seemed, traditional mealtimes went out the window. Hungry nonetheless, we’d carry our steaming bowls out to the backyard and indulge in Dad’s latest culinary endeavor. When I think about it now, we must have been a funny sight—sitting around the patio table in the 90-degree Southern California heat, hunched over our hot country stew with sweat rolling off our foreheads. As delicious as those late lunches were, the best part was the company: in the kitchen with my dad, and later sitting down at the table with my mother and sister.

As I grew into my teens, I took on a bigger role in the family kitchen. My mother loved to cook and entertain, but felt she missed a lot of the party while tending to dinner in the kitchen. So she enlisted my sister and me to help out. I was the cook, and my sister, Jessica, was the waitress and dishwasher. We loved it. Cooking gave me an excuse to stay in the kitchen (I was shy) while my more outgoing sister socialized with the grown-ups. It was fun to see our parents laugh and go a little wild, to watch a guest dancing on the table; once, my father had one too many glasses of wine and gave away my mother’s favorite Limoges ashtray. Being an integral part of the evening’s festivities was thrilling. But best of all were the contented looks of my parents’ friends at the end of the meal.

My parents’ passion for food dovetailed with a passion for travel. I can remember sitting in the living room with my father, a map of France spread out on the floor, as he pinpointed the Michelin-starred restaurants he wanted to visit. He’d assess the most convenient starting point for his eating itinerary, and then find a nearby house for us to rent. Once we’d arrived at our destination my sister and I were charged with gathering provisions from local boulangeries, boucheries, and patisseries. We loved our walks into town, where we encountered fascinating and foreign things, such as sheep farms, pétanque courts, and cute French boys. I was in heaven and happily took on the culinary duties of our temporary French “home.”

And then there were the restaurants. My father and I were obsessed with studying the Michelin guide, and together we rated our favorites as we ate our way through the countryside. For every starred Michelin restaurant we went to, there were many other, less formal meals. We would head to the local cafes and bistros for comforting suppers of soft omelettes and simple salads, or grilled steak frites. As I grew more adventuresome, I would sometimes choose the set menu—a three-course meal that the chef had proposed for the evening. The main course was usually a country-style stew, or perhaps slices of grilled leg of lamb with flageolet beans. In smaller towns, sometimes the menu wasn’t even posted; customers ordered it on faith. Those homey, casual dinners were just as exciting to me as the more elaborate meals at elegant restaurants.

Over the next few years, as I made my way through junior high and high school, I couldn’t stop thinking about cooking. The summer before going away to college, while my friends were interning at law offices and candy-striping in hospitals, I did a stage at Ma Maison, the most acclaimed French restaurant in Los Angeles at the time. After spending eight hours on my feet in the pastry kitchen, I would come home each day and practice my newfound skills, re-creating the Ma Maison pastry department at home. I should’ve known I was hooked. But, when fall came around, I followed the traditional path and packed my bags for college. Even there, it didn’t take long for the restaurant world to draw me back in. Soon enough I was working three nights a week in the kitchen of Al Forno, the best restaurant in Providence, Rhode Island.

After finishing my degree at Brown University, I chose the route of a self-taught chef. Over the next fifteen years, I worked my way up the ladder, from restaurant to restaurant, learning as much as I possibly could. From Providence to Berkeley to Paris, as I advanced from salad girl to executive chef, those childhood memories of outdoor family meals, luxurious starred restaurants, and humble bistro menus simmered in the back of my mind.



When I opened Lucques in 1998, my partner, Caroline Styne, and I envisioned a place where food would be the catalyst for so much more. We wanted the restaurant to be part of the community—a meeting place where friends could gather, relax, escape, celebrate, and, of course, eat. From the beginning, I decided that Sundays would be special, with an ambience reminiscent of those late-afternoon family feasts of my childhood and the intimate informal menus I enjoyed in France. A fixed-price menu offering an appetizer, a choice of two main courses (usually a meat and a fish), and dessert would encourage a social environment where everyone shared a similar food experience in a relaxed atmosphere.
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Week to week, different factors determine what I cook on Sundays. Sometimes a particular ingredient inspires me. Weather and the mood it brings are also a consideration. Cool, cloudy days call for a comforting stew of braised meat. But on a warm balmy evening, a platter of sliced heirloom tomatoes with burrata cheese dressed in an Oregano vinaigrette seems just right. Ethnic holidays like St. Patrick’s Day or Bastille Day spur fun, thematic meals. And when I can’t find time for a vacation, Moroccan and Spanish ingredients mysteriously find their way onto the Sunday supper menu. As you use the ideas in this book, I encourage you to let your own moods, cravings, and whims inspire your own Sunday suppers.

More than anything, I’m inspired by the beautiful produce grown by our local farmers. The spring crop of sugar snap peas, the last-of-the-season Indian peaches, or bright and shiny Meyer lemons are all cause for a Sunday celebration. Fortunately, today farmers’ markets are popping up everywhere from country hamlets to inner cities. Seek out your own regional sources, whether they be farmers’ markets, farm stands, or the neighborhood grocer. Always look for what’s best at the moment, and let the produce itself guide you. For me, produce starts the creative process and is the ultimate inspiration.



Every twist and turn you take on your cooking path makes you the cook that you are. Cooks I’ve worked with over the years, faraway jobs arranged by airmail, and other happenstances have provided me with unexpected and valuable lessons and shaped me into the cook I am today.

The lessons I learned at Al Forno in Rhode Island during my college years have stayed with me ever since. There, George Germon and Johanne Killeen’s approach to cooking proved eye-opening. Because they were self-taught, they weren’t boxed in by culinary conventions and rules; they were making food they liked to eat, using fresh and seasonal ingredients and giving them an Italian twist. It was a revelation to me that great food didn’t have to be French.

At Chez Panisse I learned how to cook locally, from the market and by the seasons. Every other day, one of the cooks would drive up to Sonoma to load up the truck with whatever farmer Bob Cannard had picked for us that morning. Our daily challenge was to create a menu that would showcase the sometimes odd combination of produce that showed up. Each day was a surprise that taught me how to cook with the ingredients that were available.

Everywhere I worked, from Boston to Paris and back to L.A., I saw different styles and approaches, and I learned not just from the chefs but from all the cooks working around me. Over time, all the various lessons at the stovetop become part of a cook’s unconscious. Eventually, as his or her personal style begins to take shape, a cook gains the freedom to create without thinking about how to create. It wasn’t until I started writing this book that I noticed some of my own patterns and habits in the kitchen. I realized that almost every savory dish I make starts with a seasoning foundation of olive oil, rosemary, chile, and onion. It’s a flavor base that I resort to instinctively. In the end, you barely taste the rosemary and chile specifically, but they lend an aromatic depth to the dish.

As you cook your way through these recipes, you’ll come upon my ingredient fixations. I use lots of shallots, thyme, sherry vinegar, and opal basil. I love bacon, breadcrumbs, feta cheese, Mexican chorizo, toasted nuts, pecorino, fresh herbs, and copious amounts of olive oil.

Great ingredients are the foundation of cooking. But to be a great cook you must be an interactive cook. Using all of your senses throughout the entire process is key. Watch, smell, listen to, and most of all taste the dish as you go along. Cooking isn’t an assembly line or a chemistry project—adding A to B to C and then stirring 10 minutes. When food is cooking properly it’s “happy” and “dancing” in the pan, glistening and sizzling along the way. By watching what’s happening in the pan, you’ll know what the food is “asking” for. Be on the lookout at all times. If your spot prawns are seizing up and drying out, add more olive oil. If a braise appears to be boiling too hard, it probably is, so lower the heat a little. Taste your salad as you dress it, asking yourself “Does it need more lemon or salt?” and “Are the leaves sufficiently glazed with vinaigrette?” You’ll come to realize that this way of cooking isn’t burdensome but that the pleasure of creation is in the process.

In this creative process, one of the most important skills you’ll need to develop is seasoning. It’s a fundamental part of being a good cook, and a skill you’ll acquire by practicing and tasting as you go. One of my first lessons in seasoning came at an early age, in a funny, roundabout way. My father considered my sister and me built-in waitresses; if, partway through dinner, he wanted seconds, it was my job to replenish his plate. On my way to the kitchen, I’d always sneak a bite of whatever was left on his plate, and for some reason, his food always tasted better than mine. Over time, I began to realize the connection between my father’s liberal use of sea salt, fresh black pepper, and butter and the deliciousness of his food. Thoughtful seasoning is the key to great-tasting food.
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When I started writing this book, one of the more difficult decisions I had to make stemmed from—believe it or not—salt and pepper. Should I put in exact measurements for salt and pepper or simply tell the reader to “season to taste”? As I thought about it more, I realized that a lot of people don’t know how to “season to taste” and, if asked to improvise right off the bat, might end up being disappointed with the results of the recipes. So I decided to include measurements, for the most part. These are loose guidelines meant to coach you through learning to “season to taste.” Once you develop your palate, you’ll most likely find those measuring spoons awkward and no longer necessary. No matter what, you should always be tasting and seasoning throughout the cooking process. As far as such measurements go, the same is true for lemons: I usually call for ½ lemon or 1 lemon, which doesn’t mean you will need all of it, but it’s nice to have it in case you do. If the recipe says “a generous squeeze of lemon juice,” squeeze it in, taste, and add more if you like. I don’t know any cooks who measure lemon juice or salt as they cook.
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So much of cooking can’t be taught from a book, but as you make these dishes you’ll begin to learn the steps and skills that will enable you to cook with your own intuition. Eventually you’ll get to a point where you have a built-in battery of skills to create something of your own, the way I did over time.

The upcoming recipes are all meant for gatherings of six people. That’s not a large number for a restaurant chef but at home, preparing food for that many requires some forethought. Start each recipe by preparing your mise en place, prepping your ingredients ahead of time, the way we do at the restaurant. Read through the recipe to find out what needs to be done before you begin cooking. Often there are onions to be chopped, spices to be toasted and ground, garlic to be minced, flour to be measured, and herbs to be picked. Tackling these tasks ahead of time makes cooking more pleasurable and satisfying.

My Sunday supper menus are meant to inspire you and to lead you from season to season. Part of the fun of planning a meal is that you get to cook what you’re in the mood to eat. Feel free to mix and match the dishes according to your own tastes and cravings. And if you’re not cooking for six, you could cut the recipes in half or just have leftovers for lunch or dinner the next day.

Some of the recipes are simpler than others. If you don’t have much experience, start with the salads and less demanding grilled dishes. Once you’ve made your way through a few of those, go ahead and try your hand at the Leg of Lamb with Chorizo Stuffing, Romesco Potatoes, and Black Olives or the Grilled Pork Confit with Braised Rice Soubise and Roasted Figs. These recipes take longer, but if you set aside some extra time, they will be worth the effort. If you come across a technique that isn’t familiar, refer to the section at the beginning of the book where I explain in detail cooking techniques such as braising, grilling, and sautéing.

Before you begin cooking, take a quick glance at the pantry section, where I list the ingredients I find myself reaching for time and time again. Stock your pantry with some of these items so you’ll be prepared for what’s to come. In addition to the year-round produce list in the beginning of the book, you’ll also find helpful market sections preceding each seasonal chapter. Use these market lists as guides to shopping for fresh fruits and vegetables. Don’t obsess about finding exactly the same ingredients that I use here in Southern California; the beauty of local produce is that it’s specific to your region, so, when you’re cooking, highlight what’s best in your area. And if you can’t find a specific ingredient, feel free to improvise and make substitutions. When I’m going on and on about Elgin Marble apricots, don’t panic. Realize that you may find an equally delicious apricot variety that I’ve never heard of. Most important, choose the most pristine ingredients available to you. If the rapini at your market isn’t looking so good, you’re better off substituting broccoli or mustard greens if they look fresher and more lively.

Above all else, when you’re cooking, remember to enjoy the process. Give yourself enough time, and forgive yourself if you make a mistake. I hope that you will follow the guidelines of these recipes, and that as you do, you will watch, listen, and learn what is going on in the pan, taking that knowledge on to the next dish you make.





year-round produce

arugula

This spicy green is related to radishes and watercress, and you’ll taste a hint of both in the pungent deep green leaves. Although the prime time for arugula is during the cooler months, fortunately for me there’s always a local farmer growing arugula year-round. Some chefs remove the stems, but I prefer to leave some of them on because they add texture and an extra-peppery note. There are quite a few different types of arugula—some have smooth, flat leaves like spinach; others are more elongated, with jagged edges and a crinkly texture. Small baby leaves are more delicate and tend to be milder in flavor. Wild arugula is harder to find and much more pungent than its cultivated cousin.

Arugula is great in salads, by itself, or mixed with other greens like frisée and radicchio. In a salad with fruit, arugula balances the sweetness with its spice. Don’t think of arugula strictly for first courses; I love to dress the heartier, more strongly flavored large leaves in lemon juice and olive oil and serve them on the plate with grilled steak. The spicy greens provide a counterpoint to the rich meat, and the steak juices run into the salad, further dressing the greens and wilting them slightly. When serving family-style, I often place the starch or vegetable on the platter first and then scatter some arugula leaves over it before arranging the fish, meat, or poultry on top.

Wash arugula the same way you would other greens, by submerging it in a large bowl ofwater and swirling it with your hands to release any sand. Gently lift the greens out of the water, and dry them in a salad spinner. The arugula sold in bags at the supermarket doesn’t have the same texture and sharp distinct flavor that the fresher bunched greens have.

beets

When I was growing up, beets were just a crinkle-cut curiosity out of a can. Years later, when I tasted my first fresh beet, it was a revelation. Whether in a salad dressed with cumin or horseradish, or in a gingered salsa to accompany fish, beets’ sweet, earthy flavor adds a bright note to many dishes. Their rainbow assortment of colors—red, pink, yellow, white, and candy-striped—are fun to show off in a salad or an antipasto. Beets pair wonderfully with nuts or cheese, and in the winter make a refreshing first course with citrus fruit.

To roast beets, cut off the greens (save them), leaving a few inches of the stems still attached. Wash the beets and toss them with olive oil, salt, and pepper. Place them in a shallow pan with a little bit of water, cover tightly with foil, and roast in the oven until tender when pierced. When the beets have cooled, slip off the skin with your fingers.

Choose rock-hard beets with bright, perky greens. These delicious green tops are a bonus. If the leaves are small and tender, steam or sauté them lightly and add them to your beet salad. Larger beet greens are delicious sautéed and served by themselves, in a vegetable ragout, or with pasta.

carrots

Carrots are often taken for granted in the kitchen. When freshly picked with verdant, dirt-covered stems, carrots are something to get excited about. They are delicious, sweet, and filled with intense flavor. At the market, I buy the large, sometimes knobby and odd-shaped carrots to make juices, soups, and purées. Slender and delicate baby carrots come in a variety of  colors—crimson red, pale yellow, and of course orange. To prepare the smaller carrots, I peel them carefully, leaving some of the stem attached, and roast them in the oven or sauté them with a little butter and water. Look for carrots that feel very firm with bright, lively tops still attached.

[image: ]

Arturo Reyes of McCrath Family Farms

fennel

I never tire of fennel. Its anise aroma and taste are intoxicating, and I’m continually amazed at how few home cooks have fennel in their repertoires. To me, it’s almost as essential as onions and thyme. Though fennel is available year-round, I especially love the sweet, tender bulbs of spring.

I like fennel both raw and cooked and can never resist crunching on a juicy piece when I’m working with it. It’s delicious tossed into salads or served on an antipasto plate with prosciutto. And when making a mirepoix, that classic flavoring base normally made with onions, carrots, and celery, I frequently replace the celery with fennel. When seared and braised in olive oil, fennel tastes like a completely different vegetable, rich and luscious, soft and sweet.

To prepare raw fennel, remove the outer leaves and stalks and cut in half lengthwise. Use a mandoline or sharp knife, and leave the root end intact so you can cut the bulb into pretty wispy slices. Sometimes when cooking fennel, it’s fun to reinforce its anise flavor by adding a few fennel seeds, some fennel fronds, or a dash of Pernod. When buying fennel, choose firm bulbs that feel heavy for their size and still have their long, feathery green tops attached.

garlic

Garlic is a member of the lily family, as are onions, shallots, and leeks. In its raw state, garlic can be hot and pungent, so remember that a little goes a long way. Pounded with a mortar and pestle, it’s the first step to making a’ioli, salsa verde, and pesto. When cooking garlic, I prefer to slice it lengthwise and stew it gently in olive oil. The flavors mellow and become sweet, while still imparting that unmistakable garlic flavor to your cooking. Stay away from peeled garlic sold in jars. To keep it from oxidizing, peel and slice garlic just before cooking. When buying garlic, look for firm, tight bulbs without green sprouts. If you find a sprout running through a clove after you peel it, cut the clove in half lengthwise and remove the sprout with a paring knife.

herbs

Fresh herbs, with their bright, intense flavors, are essential to great cooking. I divide herbs into two categories: soft and hearty. Some of my favorite soft herbs are tarragon, chives, chervil, parsley, basil, and cilantro. Soft herbs are usually best in their raw state, torn or sliced into salads, ground in the mortar to make salsas or vinaigrettes, and sprinkled over dishes just before serving. When I make an herb salad, I leave the smaller leaves whole to show off their shapes. Hearty herbs, like rosemary, thyme, Oregano, marjoram, savory, and sage, are usually added earlier in the cooking process, to season dishes and add depth and aroma. Unless otherwise stated, all herbs used in the upcoming recipes are fresh rather than dried.

leeks

Leeks come in all sizes, from slender baby leeks to the larger, chunky stalks topped with dark-green shoots. Baby leeks are delicious grilled and served with fish or on an antipasto plate. I like to sear and braise the bigger leeks in olive oil, white wine, and stock, or slice them on the diagonal and add them to soups, sauces, or vegetable ragouts. Large or small, leeks impart an elegant, delicate flavor.

Because leeks’ many layers tend to hold dirt and sand, it’s important to wash them carefully. If you’re keeping the leeks intact to braise or grill, cut them in half lengthwise and trim the roots carefully, leaving the root end attached. Soak the stalks in a bowl of water, shaking them to release the sand hidden in between the layers. You may need to repeat this process in a clean bowl of water if the leeks are very dirty. When sliced leeks are called for, slice them first and then clean them in a bowl ofwater. Though they are available year-round, the peak seasons for leeks are fall and spring. Choose leeks that have some flexibility in their lower portion (avoid those with hard, woody cores) and have crisp, unblemished green tops.

lettuces

Salad mixes sold in the supermarket are convenient, but if you can buy directly from farmers or grow your own lettuces, you’ll develop a new appreciation for the “simple” green salad. Some of my favorite lettuces are Little Gems, Baby Romaine, Butter, and Red or Green Oak. Rather than seeking out one particular variety, let the market guide you and choose the perkiest, most appealing greens.

Lettuce heads and leaves should be tight and crisp. When you wash the leaves, fill the sink or a large bowl with cold water and place the leaves in, pushing them around gently to free the dirt and sand. Lift the leaves out carefully and dry the lettuce thoroughly in a salad spinner before dressing it, so the vinaigrette doesn’t get watered down.

onions

There isn’t a cook that I know of who could exist without onions. So many savory dishes rely on their deep, rich flavor. For cooked dishes, I usually call for yellow or Spanish onions, but you can substitute milder-flavored white onions in a pinch. Red onions are often sweeter than yellow onions and are delicious raw. I like to use them for relishes and salsas and sliced into tomato salads. To mellow their pungency and to crisp them up a bit, I soak sliced red onions briefly in ice water before adding them to salads. Choose firm, unsprouted onions, and store them in a cool, dark place away from other root vegetabes.

potatoes

Not all potatoes are created equal. With farmers growing such a great variety—like French fingerlings, Banana, Purple Peruvian, Bintje, and Yellow Finn—there are more potatoes to choose from today than ever before. I love the various yellow-fleshed types, which are usually richer in flavor and have a denser, creamier flesh than others. Fingerlings, named for their long fingerlike shape, are another favorite; they come in red, yellow, purple, and white. Experiment with some of the varieties grown in your area. Except for mashing or making French fries, Russet potatoes are a little too dry and mealy for my taste.

Choose potatoes that are very firm, not discolored or bruised, and avoid any that have a green tint to them. Store them in a cool, dark place, separate from onions, which will cause them to sprout. Despite what my mother may have done, it’s best not to store potatoes for more than a few weeks. (See Spring Market Report, for information on new potatoes.)

shallots

I can’t imagine cooking without shallots. A milder, more nuanced member of the onion family, shallots have less heat than onions and can be used raw or cooked. I start most vinaigrettes with diced shallots, both to season the dressing and to add a burst of flavor and texture to the final salad. When cooked, shallots add both sweet and savory background notes. (See Techniques, for how to dice or slice shallots.) Choose firm, unbruised shallots that aren’t sprouting.

watercress

You’ll find this zesty green throughout the year, though it’s best when the air is still cool, keeping the fragile leaves crisp and upright. Tossed with other greens into a salad or used on its own as a bed for grilled meat or fish, watercress surprises with peppery brightness. Watercress also makes a wonderful soup when lightly cooked and puréed.

Be sure the watercress you buy has been picked recently and smells fresh. Avoid wilted bunches. The leaves should be a deep green without any discoloration or yellowing. The hothouse-grown variety is flimsier and doesn’t have the same spicy deliciousness as field-grown watercress. Wash the watercress, dry it, and store it wrapped in paper towels for a very short time, to retain the crispness of the leaves. Trim the coarse stems from the watercress just before using.





pantry

anchovies

Anchovies are one of those funny foods that gourmets love and “regular” people fear. Used in small amounts, anchovies are a great seasoning agent, giving many dishes a mysterious layer of flavor that doesn’t taste fishy or salty. You’ll find that oftentimes people who “hate” anchovies love Caesar salad! I prefer anchovies packed in salt. They hold their shape and taste better than oil-packed anchovies. Before using salt-packed anchovies soak them in a few changes of water and carefully remove the fins and bones.

bacon and pancetta

Bacon is side pork that is cured and then smoked; Pancetta is an Italian-style bacon that is cured in salt and spices but not smoked. I like to think of bacon and pancetta as seasoning agents as much as ingredients on their own, adding savory, salty, and, in the case of bacon, smoky flavor. I tend to use bacon for salads and with roasted vegetables, but choose pancetta for dishes that are long cooked, like stuffings or braises. The smokiness of bacon can be overpowering when it cooks for a long time.

I prefer bacon in slabs rather than precut slices, so I can slice it however I like. Often I cut bacon into classic French lardons, chunky rectangles. To get even-shaped lardons, place the slab of bacon on a cutting board and cut it lengthwise into 3⁄8-inch-thick slices. Stack a few of the slices and cut crosswise into 3⁄8-inch-wide rectangles. Pancetta is rolled and usually sold in slices. To use it for wrapping fish, ask your butcher to slice it thinly; for dicing, ask for a thicker-cut slice.

Nueske’s bacon from Wisconsin is an excellent choice and can be mail ordered (see Sources). If you really get into the bacon swing of things I highly recommend the Grateful Palate’s Bacon of the Month Club (see Sources).

black pepper

Most of the recipes in this book call for freshly ground black pepper. Its store-bought counterpart, preground and aged for who knows how long on the supermarket shelf, should be avoided. If you don’t own a pepper mill, run out to the store right now! Look for Tellicherry black peppercorns from India. Remember that, as with all spices, freshness counts.

black rice

Grown in the salty marshes of the Veneto region in Italy, this deep-purple rice has a mild, salty, oceany essence and, once cooked, results in tender and chewy midnight-colored grains. The Asian version, often sold under the name “forbidden rice,” is an adequate substitute although it doesn’t have the same intense aroma and flavor as the Italian variety (see Sources).

breadcrumbs and croutons

Save leftover pieces of country-style artisanal bread for breadcrumbs or croutons. Never throw them away! To make breadcrumbs, remove the crust from the bread, tear it into 2-inch pieces, and grind the bread in a food processor. Store the breadcrumbs in a ziplock bag or airtight plastic container in the freezer for up to a month. I toss breadcrumbs with olive oil and toast them in the oven until crispy before sprinkling them on pastas, stews, and other dishes.

To make croutons, remove the crust and tear the bread into uneven, rustic-looking 1-inch pieces. Toss them with olive oil and squeeze them gently to help them absorb the oil. Bake the croutons in the oven, turning them a couple of times so they brown evenly. Toasted croutons are delicious in salads and for stuffings.

capers

Capers are the buds from thorny caper bushes that populate the craggly hillsides of the Mediterranean. Once picked, they’re brined and packed in either salt or vinegar. I prefer salt-packed capers, because they taste more like their pungent caper selves than their vinegar-saturated counterparts. Capers come in different sizes. The larger ones are meaty and have a floral aspect, making them excellent for pounding into salsa verde. Smaller capers require no chopping or pounding, and add the distinctive piquant effect only a caper can contribute. Before using capers, soak only as many as you need for a few minutes in two or three changes of water to remove the salt (or vinegar). Drain well and pat dry before using.

chiles

When used with care, dried red chiles de ärbol add a hint of heat and flavor without overwhelming a dish. Many of my savory dishes begin with a sofrito, a flavor base of sautéed onions, dried chile, and a fresh rosemary sprig sizzled together in olive oil. You’ll find chiles de arbol in the ethnic section of the supermarket or in most spice shops. You can substitute another small dried red chile if you like (see Sources).
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chorizo

Chorizo is a spicy Mexican pork sausage seasoned with cumin, paprika, garlic, and chiles. Don’t confuse fresh Mexican chorizo with the harder, salami-like Spanish chorizo (which is also delicious). The recipes in this book call for the fresh Mexican sausage, available in many supermarkets and Hispanic groceries. If you buy it in the casing, you’ll need to slit the casing with a paring knife, remove it, and discard it.

crème fraîche

Crème fraîche is a thickened cultured cream with a tangy, rich flavor. Although you can buy it in most supermarkets, it’s really easy to make at home. To make your own crème fraîche, heat 1 cup heavy cream to body temperature. Stir in 2 tablespoons buttermilk, pour into a glass container, and cover with plastic wrap. Leave at room temperature overnight or up to 24 hours, until thickened. Crème fraîche will keep in the refrigerator for a few weeks. To make more crème fraîche, follow the above recipe, substituting your homemade crème fraîche for the buttermilk. If you continue in this way, as time goes on your homemade crème fraîche will become thicker, stickier, and even more delicious.

extra-virgin olive oil

Extra-virgin olive oil comes from the first cold pressing and must have an acidity level of 1 percent or less. I always have at least two kinds of extra-virgin olive oil in the pantry—one less-expensive basic oil with a fairly neutral flavor that I use for cooking, and another, more special oil for finishing dishes. There are many different finishing oils to choose from. Like wine, each one reflects where it came from, the type of olives used, and the person who made it. Some of these oils are fruity, some are more acidic, and others have a peppery bite.

Remember that olive oil is affected by heat and light and can turn rancid quickly, so don’t buy more than you need. At home I keep my good oils in the refrigerator since I don’t get a chance to use them as often as I’d like. Take the oil out of the refrigerator to come to room temperature 15 minutes before using it.

farro

Farro, also known as spelt, is probably my all-time favorite grain. It resembles barley or wheat berries and has a deep, nutty flavor with an addictive, chewy texture. Its popularity is on the rise here in the States, making it easier to find in quality markets and Italian specialty shops (see Sources).

nut oils

Look for oils made from stone-milled toasted nuts. These full-flavored oils should taste intensely of the nut they are made from and have a brown hue to them. (Avoid clear nut oils, which are fine for cooking but lack rich nut flavors.) Artisanal nut oils have a short shelf life, but will keep a few months if stored in the refrigerator. Use them in vinaigrettes, sauces, and compound butters, or drizzle a few drops over a finished dish. I love to toss toasted nuts with a little of their matching nut oil right when they come out of the oven. Huilerie Leblanc of France makes excellent artisanal almond, walnut, pistachio, and pine nut oils (see Sources).

olives

Lucques olives are the namesake of my restaurant and considered the Rolls-Royce of olives—deep green, buttery, slightly briny, with a firm, irresistible texture. Picholines, also from the south of France, are a similarly flavored green olive, but to me don’t have the same buttery elegance as Lucques olives. For black olives, I love Nifoises, those little gems from the region around Nice, in the south of France, as well as dry-cured and brined olives called Nyons. They’re intense and meaty, with an assertive flavor that makes them great for slicing and adding to pastas or salads. If you can’t find Nyons, a good substitute is an oil-cured olive from Morocco or Greece (see Sources).

parmigiano-reggiano

Beware of imitators; seek out true Parmigiano-Reggiano from Italy. Monitored under very strict standards set by the consorzio there, the six hundred or so dairies that produce this tangy and sweet cheese are located in and around Parma, Modena, and Reggio Emilia. Made from cow’s milk, the giantwheels of cheese spend anywhere from 1 to 3½ years in aging rooms. A word of advice: keep a hunk of Parmesan on hand at all times. It has saved me on numerous occasions when I have found myself hungry for dinner, with a practically empty pantry and almost bare refrigerator at home. Grated over pasta with butter or olive oil, or shaved over a simple arugula salad, Parmesan turns mere scraps into a last-minute supper.

pastas

I prefer artisanal and handmade Italian pastas to their industrially made counterparts (see Sources). Their firmer texture holds up better after cooking, giving them a toothier bite. More than just a vehicle for the sauce, these authentic pastas have more flavor and character than machine-produced noodles. You’ll also find many more interesting shapes to try from the smaller pasta-producers in Italy. The artisanal pastas are more expensive, but if you think about how far they go compared with other ingredients, they’re worth the money. I’d rather splurge on a great pasta bathed in sweet butter and Parmigiano-Reggiano cheese, than have a mediocre pasta sauced with lots of fancy ingredients.

polenta

I have two different polentas in my pantry. The first is a stone-ground cornmeal from Bob’s Red Mill in Oregon (see Sources). It’s coarser than most polentas and has an old-fashioned quality and sweet, rich corn flavor. My other favorite is from Anson Mills in South Carolina. This is a finer-ground polenta that’s milled to order and cooks to a soft and creamy consistency. Depending on grind, dryness, and age, polentas will vary, requiring different amounts ofwater and time. Watch your polenta as it cooks; pay attention to its texture as you stir, adding water when needed. When making a soft-style polenta, the goal is a loose consistency, like that of porridge. Remember as you’re adding water that the butter added at the end will thin it further. If you have leftover polenta, spread it on a baking sheet and cool in the refrigerator. The next day, you can cut it into rectangles to grill or sauté.

prosciutto

There are several areas in Italy that produce prosciutto. Consult your butcher or read the label carefully so you don’t end up with something from Canada curiously labeled “Parma Ham.” The three types of prosciutto I like come from Parma, Carpegna, and San Daniele in Italy. Each region has its own rules and style of curing the famous pork legs. The prosciutto from Carpegna is cured on the coast, where the salty air and longer curing times make the meat slightly saltier. Whichever type of prosciutto you choose, don’t be afraid of the fat; it’s an essential aspect of the cured meat. When prosciutto is thinly sliced, the rich fat balances the salty and sweet cured pork. In Italy, the fat is considered the best part of the prosciutto.

puff pastry

    Unless you have lots of time on your hands and are in the mood to make your own, you can find good puff pastry in the freezer section of most supermarkets. Seek out an all-butter puff pastry. It usually comes in 8-by-12- or 9½-by-9½-inch sheets. The dimensions don’t really matter, as long as you have enough pastry for six servings, which is what these recipes call for. Be sure the puff pastry is defrosted before you unroll it. Puff pastry bakes best when very cold or frozen, so, in between the steps of assembling a tart, return the pastry to the freezer for 5 to 10 minutes to chill. That way, you’re sure to get a crust with flaky, delicate layers.

salt

fleur de sei In the coastal French regions of Brittany and the Camargue, sea salt is harvested from narrow marsh basins flooded by gravity. Evaporation brings to the surface natural salt with complex marine flavor, which is collected by artisans called paludiers armed with specialized rakes. The season’s harvest is mostly sei gris, or gray salt, whose color comes from the natural clay of the local soil and whose robust oceanic flavor makes it wonderful for baking whole fish or potatoes or for seasoning soups. But on those rare summer days when conditions are just right—a warm, brisk wind and no rain at all—a fine, snow white layer of purest salt forms at the top of these basins, untouched by the impurities below. This is the prized fleur de sei, or “flower of the salt,” and salt farms yield only about one pound of it for every eighty pounds of sei gris. Fleur de sei has a distinctive, intense flavor and a lively, fleeting crunch. I recently discovered the Portuguese equivalent, fior da sal, which is just as delicious and much more affordable. Use this special salt to finish dishes, season larger pieces of meat, and pass at the table.

kosher salt All measurements in this book are based on kosher salt, so if you use the finer-grained table variety, you’ll need to cut the amount of salt called for in the recipe in half. (Because of its larger grains, kosher salt has twice the volume of fine-grained salt.) I like kosher salt for its clean, neutral flavor and coarse texture.

san marzano tomatoes

When tomatoes are out of season, you’re much better off using a good-quality canned tomato than pink, mealy Romas from the supermarket. Obviously, you wouldn’t want to eat them in a salad, but for cooking stews and sauces, they’re a practical and delicious option. Vine-ripened and picked at the peak of their sweetness, San Marzano canned tomatoes are the pride of southern Italy. If you can’t find San Marzanos, look for other canned tomatoes imported from Italy.

spices

Purchase your spices whole and in small amounts. Their shelf life is about a year; after that, they lose their depth and distinctive aromas. If you buy them in small quantities, you’ll be able to use them before they lose their luster. There are many online sources for great spices (see Sources). For information about toasting and grinding spices, see Techniques.

vinegar

I use an assortment of vinegars when cooking. I love balsamic vinegar for its slightly fruity sweetness. When shopping for balsamic vinegar, look for one from Modena. Don’t confuse regular balsamic vinegar with the pricier, aged vinegars labeled “Aceto Balsamico Tradizionale,” sold in small, shapely bottles. These aged balsamics are used more as a condiment than a vinegar. Thick, syrupy, and rich, they’re delicious drizzled over cured and grilled meats, antipasti, and even ice cream and strawberries.

Sherry vinegar is my favorite vinegar to cook with. Its nutty, complex flavor is more subtle than other vinegars. It is neither too acidic nor cloyingly sweet. I reach for it all the time to dress salads and finish sauces. It works particularly well with fruit, roasted vegetables, and bitter greens. Look for a quality sherry vinegar from Spain made in the traditional manner, slowly aged in oak barrels.

Red wine vinegar adds sharp, straightforward acid without any of the sweetness you get from balsamic or sherry vinegars. Rice vinegar is a mellow white vinegar, perfect for dishes that need a lighter touch. I use it in some fruit-based vinaigrettes to add a little acid and balance out the sweetness of the fruit. Rice vinegar also works well in charmoula, a spicy North African condiment. Avoid “seasoned” rice vinegar, which has sweeteners, salt, or other additives. Champagne vinegar is another mild option, best on delicately flavored foods like cucumbers and seafood.





techniques

blanching

Blanching is a method of quickly cooking raw vegetables by immersing them in heavily salted, rapidly boiling water until just tender. Before blanching, cut the vegetables into pieces that are approximately the same size, so they will cook evenly. Many cooks use an ice bath to stop the cooking after blanching; however, I prefer to drain the vegetables in a colander and spread them out on a baking sheet to cool. This prevents the vegetables from becoming waterlogged.

braising

Braising is an inventive way to transform tough cuts of meat into tender and satisfying meals. Braising always starts on the stovetop, where the meat is seared, the vegetables are caramelized, and the wine and stock are reduced. Then all the ingredients are cooked together slowly in the oven until the meat is meltingly tender. After years of braising, I’ve developed a few tips to pass along.

First, bring the meat to room temperature, and then season it well with salt and pepper. Let the meat sit out another ½ hour to absorb the seasoning. Choose a large wide-bottomed pot that will accommodate all the meat in one layer. If you don’t have a big enough pot, use two smaller pots.

Sear the meat very well on all sides in a very hot heavy-bottomed pan. If the meat is in pieces, add them one at a time, placing them flat side down. The meat should never be crowded, so it is usually necessary to sear it in batches or in two pans. I like to use the same pan for searing and braising—that way I have one less pan to clean and all the yummy brown bits left from searing go straight into the braising liquid. Watch the meat as it sears to be sure it’s browning evenly. Let the meat brown completely on one side before moving or turning it.

Braise the meat according to the directions in the recipe, making sure the meat is almost completely covered by liquid. I like to braise meats the day before, so my work is minimal the next day, when I want to serve it. If you make the braise the day before, let the meat cool in the juices for 20 to 30 minutes at room temperature. Place the cooled pan (both the meat and the juices) in the refrigerator, allowing the fat to come to the surface and solidify. Once it does, remove the fat and discard it, being careful not to lose any of the precious braising juices.

The next day, about an hour before you’re ready to serve dinner, preheat the oven to 350°F. Remove the meat and juices from the refrigerator well ahead of time, so it’s not ice-cold going into the oven. Reheat the meat and juices, covered, for about 30 minutes. Uncover, pour a third of the braising juices into a pot, turn the heat up to 400°F, and return the meat to the oven to brown on top, for about 15 minutes. If the braising liquid in the pot seems thin, reduce it on the stove over medium-high heat.

browning butter

Brown butter is a magical ingredient that is equally wonderful spooned over fish, tossed with roasted sweet potatoes, or, of course, used in desserts. When butter is cooked to a deep golden brown, its familiar creaminess is transformed into something rich, nutty, and spectacular.

To make brown butter, heat a small pan over medium-high heat for a minute. Add the butter and cook a few minutes, swirling the pan occasionally, until the butter browns and smells nutty. The small brown flecks in the melted brown butter are filled with flavor, so be sure to get them, too. Finally, be careful if you’re adding another ingredient to the brown butter while it’s still hot—it may foam up and possibly overflow.

grilling

Part of the fun of grilling is the fire—working with it, standing over it, and smelling it. I prefer to grill over hot coals, ideally from wood or natural charcoal. Grilling over gas is convenient but doesn’t lend any smoky flavor to the food. If you have a gas grill, check the instructions to see if you can add some mesquite or hardwood charcoal over the gas plate. When using an old-school charcoal grill, the coals should be glowing red before you cook. If the coals have cooled to a white color before you’re done grilling, throw some more fuel on top and wait for them to glow red before you
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