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Eating is a small, good thing in a time like this.

—Raymond Carver
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the treasure
chest

When my neighbour’s daughter, Miya, was about six years old, she transformed an old cigar box into what she called her “treasure chest.” She filled it with all sorts of precious things: jewellery and coins, seashells, cake urchins and acorns, and notes from Queen Zoe, the mischievous fairy who watches over our courtyard.

Any time I’d drop by, she’d sit me down in the living room and take me, piece by piece, through the box. She had a story for every little thing. A collection of pine cones from around her mom’s childhood home. A geode, not yet cracked open. Tiny paintings. Each of these things told a story about who she was and what she cared about, a brief chance to view the world through her eyes.

This book is my cigar box. Inside, you’ll find my most useful and beloved everyday recipes. You’ll encounter my favourite ingredients, tools, and techniques, as well as stories about the ways cooking continues to be a source of meaning and beauty in my life. Like Miya and many other kids (and some adults), I’ve always had an unbridled enthusiasm for things others might consider useless—apricot stones, the liquid from a can of chickpeas, or the oil left behind after frying a pot of shallots.

I’ve obsessively collected and refined these treasures, large and small, over a lifetime of cooking. And because I believe sharing life’s pleasures only magnifies them, I’d like to share my Good Things with you. Welcome.

the value
of time

From a young age I was told, “Time is money.” I learned to prioritise output, convenience, efficiency, and profit over all else. So I built my life around work. I measured my self-worth and happiness by how much I could produce. “If only I can make something extraordinary,” I thought, “then I’ll finally be happy and my life will mean something.”

I held up my end of the bargain. For four decades, I single-mindedly poured myself into my work. I cooked at world-class restaurants in both California and Italy. I made the book and television show I’d always dreamt of creating. For my effort I was rewarded with praise and acclaim. But happiness and meaning continued to elude me. Instead, all I felt was emptiness.

Six years ago, in the wake of the success of Salt Fat Acid Heat, I began to grieve, though at first I wasn’t sure why. Then, the pandemic hit. And then I suffered a series of tremendous losses—including the deaths of several people close to me. Finally, clinical depression, potent and ravenous, swallowed me whole. And the sense of joy I’d always found in cooking, eating, and more generally in life no longer felt attainable.

This period of turmoil and melancholy led me (slowly, slowly) to recalibrate my values—it was either that or perish. I began asking myself, “What is a good life?” The various answers to this, from the cosmic (a good life is built on a foundation of meaning) to the quotidian (a good life is one where I never have to frantically search for a phone charger), help me navigate my way. And my North Star—as simple as it is profound—is the hard-won understanding that our most precious currency is time.

This newfound appreciation for the one thing I can’t restock or replace has become a much-needed antidote to the short-sighted beliefs upon which I’d built my life. It has reminded me that something as simple as cooking for my loved ones can carry as much meaning, as much worth, as any achievement or career milestone. I now consider a good life to be one where I feel deeply rooted in both my community and the natural world. It’s one where beauty and pleasure are paramount, and I do meaningful work that creates joy and connection. A good life is one where time—and its fast companion, attention—are the most precious gifts I can give or receive.

The beauty of cooking is that it’s a vessel for both time and attention. Cooking for someone, or sitting down for a meal together, is about more than nourishment—it’s a way to share what’s most valuable to you with the people you care about.
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the problem
with recipes

A few years ago, a friend suggested that I put together a book of my favourite recipes. No high concept, no subversion of the entire genre. “Just the simple things you cook at home for yourself and your friends,” she said. “The things you most love to eat.”

“Have you even met me?” I replied. “I hate recipes!”

A week later, I stood in my kitchen, dressing a cabbage slaw I’d made a dozen times during the pandemic. It was based on a salad from a fancy deli near my house, with a creamy miso dressing, coriander, and peanuts. It took about five minutes to pull together, cost practically nothing, and lasted for days. Each time I made it, I was shocked by how good it was. The slaw’s bright flavours and crunchy texture reverberated across my palate, revealing new dimensions of pleasure with each bite. And since anytime I encounter something good, my instinct is to share it with others, I couldn’t help but think, “If only I had some way to tell people about this recipe.”

My next thought? “Uh-oh.”

Ever since that moment, a struggle has raged inside me. I’d be lying if I didn’t admit that at times it’s felt like a betrayal—to myself and to you—to assemble a book of recipes after writing Salt Fat Acid Heat, which is a veritable manifesto designed to free cooks from relying on them. For as long as I’ve been cooking, I’ve had a complicated relationship with recipes—I could never escape the feeling that each was an attempt to capture, quantify, and define the ineffable.

I’ve always thought that a cook’s relationship to a written recipe is akin to the way a musician relates to notes on a page. When asked about the experience of performing the same sheet music night after night, over the course of his long career, Yo-Yo Ma answered, “In a world where we can measure everything—or we think we can measure everything—how wonderful it is that you could have the poetry of music, or poetry, or music that actually makes you think you are touching infinity.” I may not be a world-class cellist, but I do believe that the practice of cooking is another way to touch infinity. Just as no two performances of Bach’s cello suites are ever the same for Yo-Yo, neither are any two preparations of a particular recipe—because each instance is shaped not only by its own context but also by all the ones that precede it.

Language simply isn’t expansive enough to capture the essence of a practice as corporeal or sensory—not to mention brimming with as much history, tradition, memory, and nostalgia—as cooking. The value of any one dish is so much more than one list of ingredients and another of numbered steps. This is why you must trust yourself, your own judgement, and your own senses over anything anyone (including me) might instruct. After all, you’re the one who’s going to have to eat the darned thing.

No matter how many times I might test a recipe or how precise I might be in my measurements—and I worry myself sick over precision—it’s inevitable that you and I will do some things differently. We may live in different parts of the country or the world. We may buy different brands of ingredients. Our pots and pans might be made of different metals and constructed in slightly different shapes. Our ovens and hobs may be calibrated differently, and we may use different heat sources. Maybe we’re cooking at different times of year, at different altitudes, with different ambient temperatures or humidity.

Any of these variables—along with countless others—affects the way your dish and mine may differ. But in cooking, just as in life, differences aren’t anything to fear.

We’ve learned to expect the wrong things from recipes. We’ve been trained to believe that if we just follow what’s on the page, word for word, we’ll get the same result every time. But good cooking isn’t about mindless repetition. It’s about being completely present with an experience as it unfolds. I believe it’s the job of a good recipe to guide and empower a cook to use all of her senses—including common sense—to make the best choices in the moment. Standing in my kitchen, tasting that slaw, I realised it just might be possible to write a book of recipes while staying true to myself. Especially if I focused on sharing the things I love and the things I’ve learned—about cooking, but also about how it brings meaning to our lives.

Since usefulness to you is my priority, I’ve used various recipe formats and chapter structures throughout the book. Some recipes require more precision, while others leave room for flexibility. The precise weight of a head of cauliflower, for example, doesn’t matter nearly as much as how thickly you slice it. Some techniques are so simple that a paragraph or two of description is plenty—no numbered steps required. Regardless of the format, my team and I have tested and retested every recipe in this book to ensure your success.

I’ve come to think of recipes not as rigid prescriptions but as “rituals that promise transformation,” as the poet and pie-maker Kate Lebo so beautifully put it. I love this definition because it expands a recipe’s value by taking it off the page. Recipes, like rituals, endure because they’re passed down to us—whether by ancestors, neighbours, friends, strangers on the internet, or me to you.

I’m offering you these Good Things with the sincere hope that cooking your way through them brings you as much joy as they’ve brought me. Happy cooking and eating!

[image: ]



[image: rules of thumb]
[image: ]
[image: ]
notes on ingredients

PRODUCE SIZE AND PREPARATION

Unless otherwise noted, I’ve tested recipes using medium sizes of produce (i.e., “1 onion” means 1 medium onion, so if all you’ve got is a humongous onion, use half of it!). And always wash produce and trim away peels, roots, ends, and any rotten bits before using, unless a recipe offers other directions.

KOSHER SALT AND FLAKY SALT

In this book, “kosher salt” refers specifically to the brand Diamond Crystal. I’ve used it exclusively to test these recipes. I prefer Diamond Crystal because it’s lightweight and flaky, so it readily adheres to food and dissolves quickly.

Other brands of kosher salt may weigh up to twice as much per teaspoon, which means that your food may turn out inedibly salty if you blindly follow the recipes without adjusting for salinity or tasting along the way. To that end, I’ve included gram measurements where applicable so that you can use whatever salt you’ve already got if you don’t want to seek out (or can’t find) Diamond Crystal. The rest of the time, taste and adjust regularly as you cook!

Flaky salt, also known as pyramid sea salt, has a light, crunchy texture. Besides Maldon Salt, Blackthorn from Scotland and Jacobsen from Oregon are two of my favourite producers of flaky sea salt, which is ideal for sprinkling over food at the last moment.

OLIVE OIL

Olive oil is always extra-virgin. If the olive oil you base your cooking on doesn’t taste good, your cooking will never taste good. It’s as simple as that. So it’s worth investing some time, energy, and money in finding a reliable source for olive oil. Leila’s Shop in London, Honey & Co. and Ottolenghi online all carry delicious olive oils from across Europe and the Mediterranean.

Olive oil labels can be hard to decipher. Furthermore, price isn’t an indicator of quality or a guarantee that the oil in a particular bottle isn’t rancid. The single most important piece of information on an olive oil label is the harvest date (sometimes called the production date). If the oil is produced in the northern hemisphere, the production date will typically be in October or November. In the southern hemisphere, the date will generally be in April or May. And unlike wine, olive oil has a firm expiration date of eighteen months from the harvest date, so ignore any suggested expiration dates that exceed this length of time.

Keep oil away from air, light, and heat, which is to say, away from the range and any kitchen windows. Choose oils that are packaged in dark glass, metal, or bag-in-a-box to reduce exposure to light, which dramatically reduces shelf life. I like to decant oil from larger containers, which I’ll store in cupboards, into ultraviolet-filtering glass bottles from Infinity Jars for everyday use. Once you open a bottle of olive oil, use it within six months, as oxidation will begin to occur, degrading both flavour and quality. And finally, always taste your olive oil before using it to make sure it’s not too bitter or—even worse—rancid.

NEUTRAL OIL

“Neutral oil” simply refers to any oil that won’t impart any flavour of its own to a dish. Examples include rapeseed, grapeseed, sunflower, safflower, peanut, and rice bran oils; since sunflower oil tends to yield the creamiest, thickest texture in aquafaba-based dressings, it’s become my neutral oil of choice. Look for oils that specify “expeller pressed” on the label. This means that a press physically squeezes the oil from the nuts, seeds, or fruits. In contrast, commercially produced oils tend to be extracted chemically. Here, the raw matter is ground and then bathed in chemical solvents to draw out the fat. Then, the fat-and-solvent mixture is heated to allow the solvents to evaporate, but there’s no way to ensure that the oil ends up free of solvents.

Neutral oils tend to have high smoke points, which makes them ideal for deep-frying and other high-heat uses. And since fat can be an important source of flavour at the base of any dish, choose a neutral oil when you don’t want to influence that flavour in the wrong direction. For example, a peppery olive oil will set the stage beautifully for an Italian, Spanish, French, or Californian dish, but it’s not the best choice for evoking, say, Korean or Filipino flavours in your cooking. Do your best to use the traditional cooking fats of any particular cuisine. And when in doubt, choose a neutral oil and let the other flavourings in a dish influence its direction.

VINEGAR

I like to keep several different types of vinegar on hand so that I can always achieve the precise flavour I’m after in a dish. In my European-influenced cooking, I reach for aged sherry and wine vinegars. When cooking Japanese- or Korean-influenced dishes, I rely on seasoned rice vinegar for its sweetness, salt, and delicate acidity (this is probably my favourite vinegar of all). I use raw apple cider vinegar for a nice, neutral taste in classic American dishes and dressings, as well as for pickling. And I always keep a little bottle of syrupy aged balsamic vinegar from Modena around to drizzle over salads and toasts.

GARLIC

There are a few important things to know about garlic: First, the smaller its form, the more intense its flavour. That means a clove of garlic added whole to a pot of soup will lend only a light, delicate bit of aroma and flavour to the pot, whereas thinly sliced or minced garlic sizzled in oil will impact the whole dish much more forcefully.

Second, garlic can support the growth and production of botulinum toxin, which is very dangerous and undetectable to the human eye, nose, and palate. Moisture, room-temperature storage of prepared garlic, lack of oxygen, and low-acid conditions all allow the bacterium that produces the toxin to thrive. To prevent food safety mishaps, refrigerate dishes containing raw garlic and consume them within a week, unless there is abundant acid present (as with a vinaigrette).
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And finally, even though it’s available to us year-round, garlic is harvested only once a year—in the summer. As the year goes by, the flavour of the garlic intensifies, so a summer clove is much milder than a winter clove, and you may need more or less garlic for any particular recipe depending on the time of year. I’ve done my best to write these recipes so they hit an any-time-of-year sweet spot, but please adjust them to your own liking. And as for the germ, or the little green sprout that appears in the autumn or winter in the centre of each clove, it’s up to you to remove it if you like. I tend to, especially when I’m grating the garlic, but it’s not necessary and won’t affect the flavour of your cooking.

PARMESAN

There is no substitute for real Parmigiano-Reggiano, which is made in northern Italy in accordance with centuries-old traditions. Parmesan made in other places won’t taste the same or add the same flavour to your cooking. This is one of the few ingredients where spending a little more money can make a big difference.

When a recipe calls for finely grated Parmesan, use the fine shredding holes on a box grater (or something that produces a similar result) rather than a rasp grater, which reduces the cheese to the consistency of papery, dried-out snow. Parmesan grated on a rasp grater will also completely throw off your recipe’s flavour, since a cup of rasp-grated Parm is so fluffy that it’s only about a third the weight of a cup of cheese grated on a box grater. And of course, save your rinds—I like to freeze mine—to add to soups, ragus, and pots of stock.

HERBS

I rely heavily on soft herbs—delicate herbs with tender, rather than woody, stalks—in my cooking. I use these fresh herbs, including basil, chervil, chives, coriander, dill, mint, parsley, shiso, and tarragon, somewhat interchangeably, relying on a combination of availability, cultural influence, and whimsy to guide my choices. (Throughout this book, herbs are fresh unless otherwise specified.)

With all fresh herbs, use the leaves or fronds and only the tenderest stalks. Parsley is always flat-leaf (also called Italian) and I recommend using only the leaves and the most delicate stems. Tender coriander stalks, on the other hand, are rarely fibrous and tend to be the most flavourful part of the herb.

FRESH CITRUS

Along with fresh herbs, fresh citrus is a permanent fixture on my grocery list. I use so much citrus juice and zest that I feel mildly alarmed when I don’t have any lemons or limes around. There’s no substitute for freshly squeezed—shelf-stable juices are pasteurised and often contain citric acid, while fresh citrus juice will lose flavour and develop a bitter edge if it sits for longer than a few hours. To finely grate citrus zest, use a rasp grater to remove the colourful zest in long strokes, rotating the fruit as you go. To produce long, wide strips of zest, use a Y-shaped vegetable peeler. And no matter how you remove the zest, take care to avoid the bitter white pith.

CALABRIAN CHILLIES AND CHILLI PASTE

If I could only keep one type of hot pepper on hand, it would be Calabrian chillies. To borrow a phrase from the late poet Thomas Lux, these southern Italian peppers are “a lit-from-within red.” Fruity and moderately spicy, their warmth comes on slowly and fills your mouth as you eat. I add dried chillies to pots of beans and braises and keep a jar of crushed chilli paste in the fridge so I can stir a spoonful into pastas, soups, stews, sauces, or anywhere I want to add some chilli flavour, bright colour, and well-balanced heat. These days, you can find dried Calabrian chillies and jars of chilli paste at many specialist food shops, larger supermarkets, and online.

LABNE

Labne is to Greek yogurt as Greek yogurt is to natural yogurt. I like to think of it as the thick, creamy love child of yogurt and soured cream. And much like soured cream, it does beautifully in baked goods and makes a wonderful base for dips, in addition to all it offers as a garnish.

Many supermarkets these days carry labne alongside Greek yogurt, but you can also easily make your own.

To make Homemade Labne, all it takes is Greek yogurt, muslin, and patience. Line a fine-mesh sieve with a double layer of muslin, leaving plenty of overhang (or line the sieve with paper coffee filters or a mesh straining bag—often sold as a nut milk bag). Place over a medium bowl. Empty 240g of natural full-milk Greek yogurt into the sieve and cover with the excess muslin. Set a lightweight plate atop the muslin and place the bowl in the refrigerator for 24 to 72 hours (the longer, the better!). Discard the whey or use it in place of yogurt or buttermilk in the marinade for Joojeh Kabob Roast Chicken (page 284).

MISO

Miso is a salty, extraordinarily savoury paste made by fermenting soybeans or other pulses, salt, and a fungus called koji. Variables including the type of pulses, the variety of koji, and the length of the fermentation period affect the taste, texture, flavour, and colour of the final product. While there are more than thirteen hundred types of miso produced in Japan and beyond, the kind I use most often is shiro, or white, miso. Mild and sweet, shiro miso is ideal for use in sauces, dressings, and marinades. When shopping, avoid shelf-stable miso pastes, which are typically pasteurised and tend to be less flavourful due to accelerated fermentation. Instead, look for a refrigerated miso that contains only soybeans, salt, and koji. Hikari Miso, Clearspring, and Miso Tasty all produce wonderfully flavourful miso.

TAHINI

Sadly, all tahini is not created equal. At its best, tahini is rich in sesame flavour and, once stirred, has a smooth, creamy texture. But bad tahini can be gritty or pasty, unpalatably bitter, metallic tasting, or even rancid. To avoid disappointment, it’s worth finding a brand you like and sticking to it. My favourites are Al Yaman and Al Arz.

CHICKEN STOCK

Chicken stock is such an important element in my cooking that I always use homemade. In fact, when my freezer stockpile (!) dwindles to just 2 or 3 litres, I immediately make more. While making stock isn’t costly, I understand that the constraints of time or freezer space may limit your capacity to hoard it like I do. But good stock makes for good cooking, so I encourage you to abandon canned and boxed stock. Instead, look for high-quality stock or bone broth from your local butcher or grocer (it’s often available in the freezer). I’ve also included a recipe—and an option for using an electric pressure cooker—on pages 314–15. (And while I don’t consider chicken bouillon paste a replacement for homemade stock, I also always keep a jar around because it’s a fantastic way to boost flavour in soups, sauces, and even the occasional pot of rice.)

NONSTICK COOKING SPRAY

I used to pooh-pooh nonstick cooking spray. I assumed it was just an expensive repackaged version of the neutral cooking oil I already had in the store cupboard. Then a pastry chef friend set me straight. She explained that aerosolised fat particles in cooking spray are much, much finer than their non-spray counterparts. The smaller the particles, the more evenly and thoroughly they can coat a surface, thus preventing sticking. I’m now a convert—I spray all my baking tins before and after lining them with parchment and every cake (and focaccia) slips out without incident.

VANILLA PODS AND EXTRACT

Real vanilla pods are not cheap, and for good reason! Grown on the only orchid that produces edible fruit, vanilla pods are incredibly labour- and time-intensive to cultivate. When a vanilla orchid blooms, the flower must be pollinated within twelve hours in order to produce a bean. In Mexico, the Melipona bee does the work of pollination; elsewhere, vanilla flowers need to be carefully pollinated by hand. Then, a single pod can take upwards of nine months to reach maturity. Finally, it must undergo a multi-step curing process for another four months to properly develop flavour. Apart from all of this time and labour, warming climates and climate disasters are a major threat to vanilla pod cultivation across the world.

For all these reasons, I consider vanilla a precious gift and use it accordingly. In a dessert, I let its aroma and flavour stand out so it can be properly appreciated. I also make sure to fish the pod out of any liquid in which it may have been steeped and rinse it off. After drying, I’ll add it to the bottle of homemade vanilla extract I’ve had going in my store cupboard for more than ten years so I can make use of every last bit of flavour.

To make your own Vanilla Extract, halve 6 vanilla pods lengthways with a sharp paring knife and scrape out the seeds. Place the seeds and pods in a sterilised 500-millilitre or 1-litre canning jar (see Sterilising Jars, page 38) and add 240 millilitres vodka. Cover and set in a cool, dark place until the extract is a rich brown colour and deeply fragrant. Give the jar a good shake every week or whenever you think of it. Though the extract will be ready to use around the 3-month mark, it’ll only get better with time. Once a year or so, decant the extract into another bottle for using, then add more pods and spirits to the jar to keep the process going.

Purchase vanilla pods from purveyors who prioritise regenerative agriculture and ethical labour practices, including Littlepod, Terre Exotique, and the Vanilla Bean Project.

COCOA AND CHOCOLATE

Quality cocoa and chocolate make all the difference in baking. I call for Dutch-process cocoa in my recipes because I prefer its darker, smoother flavour to that of natural cocoa, which tends to be lighter and more acidic. I’m a huge fan of the Dutch-process cocoa from Valrhona for its deep, dark, chocolaty flavour.

With added stabilisers and a lower percentage of cocoa butter, chocolate chips retain their shape when heated. Hence, a chocolate chip cookie made with chips will emerge with intact chip-shapes of chocolate distributed throughout the cookie.

Meanwhile, baking chocolate in the form of bars, wafers, and discs is free of stabilisers and has a higher percentage of cocoa butter to encourage melting. In a chocolate chip cookie, chopped baking chocolate will melt into the dough, creating gooey pockets of chocolate throughout the cookie.

I love both the Jivara and Manjari chocolate chips from Valrhona. With respective cacao percentages of 40 per cent and 64 per cent, neither is too light or dark for my tastes. They’re just right for baking.

When it comes to baking chocolate, Guittard, Valrhona, Cacao Barry, and Callebaut all have excellent options. Since the “milk chocolate” and “plain dark chocolate” nomenclature isn’t standardised across brands, I prefer to recommend using chocolate with cacao somewhere in the range of 54 per cent to 66 per cent for baking because it’ll yield plenty of deep chocolate flavour without being too sharp. I also usually keep some unsweetened chocolate around. And, for the rare occasion when I want to bake with white chocolate, I’ll use a caramelised white such as Valrhona Dulcey for its toasted, buttery flavour.

As with vanilla, the long-term production of chocolate is also seriously threatened by climate change. Historically, labour practices across the chocolate industry have been devastatingly exploitative, especially of women and children. It’s worth familiarising yourself with the ethics and sustainability guidelines of any chocolate producer you patronise to ensure they meet your standards.

eating with your eyes

Take a moment to look at any ingredient before you decide how to trim, slice, or otherwise prepare it, because we eat first with our eyes, as the saying goes. As a rule, avoid straight lines and blunt cuts to yield the loveliest pieces, crumbles, and swirls. Let the natural shape of an ingredient guide your choices about how to approach it: Cut asparagus on a sharp bias to mimic the shape of the whole spear, crumble pecans into large pieces instead of chopping them to leave their curved sides intact, and instead of slicing a halved avocado for a salad, scoop out asymmetrical spoonfuls. Use this small arsenal of techniques to make all of your food more visually interesting and appealing.

ROLL-CUT

Roll-cut long vegetables—including cucumbers, courgettes, celery stalks, and parsnips—to produce unique-looking pieces that are, above all, fun to eat. And since roll-cut pieces have more surface area than sliced ones, they’ll cook (and brown!) more quickly and evenly.

To roll-cut, place a carrot, for instance, on the chopping board horizontally in front of you. Hold your knife about 2.5cm from one end at a 60-degree angle relative to the carrot and make your first cut. Roll the carrot a quarter-turn away from you so that the longest point is at the topmost position. Keeping your knife at the same angle, bring it up another 2.5cm and repeat the cut. Continue rolling and cutting, always with the longest point at the topmost position. As you work your way to the thicker end, adjust the angle of your knife closer to 45 degrees relative to the carrot in order to end up with pieces that will cook evenly.
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TEAR

Take every opportunity you get to tear an ingredient instead of cutting it. Tear soft fruits, including figs, apricots, and dates, for fruit plates, salads, or crostini. Tear stale bread into croutons to create more nooks and crannies to nestle dressings and bits of cheese. Tear lettuces and herbs to avoid the straight lines slicing will yield. And tear fresh mozzarella and burrata into large, craggy bites before drizzling them with olive oil and flaky salt.
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PEEL

A vegetable peeler can be an artistic tool as well as a practical one. While it makes sense to entirely peel certain types of produce—including carrots, potatoes, and anything else with tough, fibrous skin—let aesthetics as well as texture guide how you peel thin-skinned varieties of cucumbers, aubergines, and winter squash. Peel skin in alternating strips—I call this a stripy peel—to create a vibrant visual contrast. Or use a peeler to shave long, wide ribbons for a salad.
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CRUMBLE

To create charmingly irregular pieces of soft nuts and cheeses, crumble them. When crumbling cheese into a salad, make your pieces a bit larger than you’d like, knowing they’ll continue to break down as the salad is tossed and the bowl is passed around the table. Use the tip of a table knife to gently chip crumbles from a block of hard cheese, such as Parmesan or aged Gouda, for a cheese platter or to add to a chopped salad.
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SPOON AND SMEAR

Most of the time, I find imperfection and unevenness much more appetising than flawless smoothness. Instead of focusing on smoothing spreads perfectly onto toasts or platters, use the back of a spoon to create pools and ridges upon which other ingredients can sit. And scoop out bite-sized rustic spoonfuls of avocado for a salad in order to avoid the straight lines slicing or dicing would produce.
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BIAS CUT

The bias cut is a simple way to add a little visual flair to slices of any ingredient. With the ingredient placed horizontally in front of you, hold your knife at a 45-degree angle, or bias, and slice pieces of whatever thickness you’d like. For longer slices with greater surface area, use a sharper angle—this is a great way to dramatically slice a baguette.

The bias cut is ideal for particularly dense or fibrous vegetables, including asparagus, carrots, parsnips, sweet potatoes, and celery because it shortens their tough fibres, making them easier to eat.
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a few basics

TOASTING NUTS AND SEEDS

For the most even results, toast nuts and seeds in the oven (or toaster oven) rather than on the hob, and make sure to use a timer! Adjust an oven rack to the centre position and preheat to 190°C. Spread the nuts or seeds in a single layer on a parchment-lined baking sheet (use a different tray for each type of nut or seed to ensure the most even cooking). Bake for 4 minutes, then rustle the nuts around and rotate the tray. Continue checking the tray and stirring every 1 to 2 minutes until they’re fragrant, evenly golden, and pleasantly toasty throughout (bite into a nut to make sure it’s toasted all the way through). Immediately transfer the toasted nuts or seeds to a plate to prevent overcooking.

While every batch is different, seeds and small or light nuts, including pine nuts, walnuts, pecans, and pistachios, take 5 to 8 minutes to toast. Denser nuts, including hazelnuts, macadamia nuts, and almonds, take longer—anywhere from 8 to 18 minutes—so don’t forget to reset the timer every time you close the oven door!

TOASTING SPICES

Toast whole spices in a small dry frying pan over medium heat, swirling the pan constantly to ensure even cooking. Toast until the seeds are aromatic and just beginning to pop. Immediately transfer the spices to a bowl to prevent burning. If desired, grind in a mortar or spice grinder before using.

GRINDING AND BLOOMING SAFFRON

To get the most out of precious saffron, grind it and then bloom it in hot water before adding it to food. Use a small mortar and pestle to grind saffron threads into a fine powder with a pinch of salt. Add 1 to 2 tablespoons of boiling water and allow the saffron to steep for 10 minutes. Carefully add the bloomed “tea” to your recipe, using a little more hot water to swirl every last drop of saffron out of the mortar.

MAKING CROUTONS

To turn any stale bread (including Fluffy Pitta Pockets, page 385, and Sky-High Focaccia, page 372) into croutons, adjust an oven rack to the centre position and preheat to 200°C (if using more than one tray, adjust the racks to upper-middle and lower-middle positions). Use a serrated knife to remove any excessively leathery crust. Then, tear the bread into rustic 2cm pieces (or dice it into approximately 2cm cubes). Toss the croutons with a generous amount of extra-virgin olive oil to evenly coat the pieces, then spread them out in a single layer on a baking tray. Use a second tray as needed to avoid crowding, which would trap steam and prevent the croutons browning.

Place the tray(s) in the oven and bake. After 8 minutes, use a thin flexible metal spatula to turn and stir the croutons. Rotate the tray front to back, and if using more than one tray, also switch racks. Once the croutons begin to brown, check them every few minutes, continuing to stir, turn, and rotate. Some croutons might be ready before others, so remove them from the tray and let the rest finish cooking. Bake until the croutons are golden brown and crunchy on the outside, with just a tiny bit of chew on the inside.

Depending on the type and density of the bread, croutons can take anywhere from 15 to 22 minutes to toast. Continue using a timer throughout the cooking time to prevent burning. Cool toasted croutons in a single layer, then use immediately, or store at room temperature in an airtight container for up to 3 days. Refresh stale croutons in an oven or toaster oven at 200°C for 3 to 4 minutes.

BRINGING EGGS TO ROOM TEMPERATURE QUICKLY

If you forget to bring eggs to room temperature before baking (or for any other use), place them in a bowl and cover them completely with the hottest water you can coax from the tap. Let the eggs sit for 5 minutes, then proceed with the recipe.

STERILISING JARS

To sterilise jars for canning and storing condiments, line a large pot with a rack or a few tea towels to prevent the jars jostling and cracking while they boil. Arrange the jars atop the rack or towels and fill them with hot water, then add enough water to the pot to cover the jars by at least 2.5cm. Bring the water to a boil, then set a timer for 10 minutes (if you are not at sea level, add a minute for each additional 300m of elevation). When the jars are finished boiling, turn off the heat and use a jar lifter to carefully remove them from the pot.

Boiling water can damage jar lids and rings, so simply wash them with warm, soapy water. Set lids, rings, and jars on clean tea towels to dry.

suggested substitutions

In my cooking, I tend to rely on a few specialist ingredients and many of the pickles, sauces, dressings, and other components I developed for this book, but my ultimate goal is to get you cooking with the least amount of fuss. So if you’re itching to try a recipe that calls for something you don’t have on hand, here are some ideas for substitutions:

Beans or chickpeas: Substitute 1 × 400g tin drained beans or chickpeas for every 240g of beans or chickpeas you’ve cooked yourself (or vice versa)

Bright Pickled Onions (page 52): Thinly sliced shallot or red onion, macerated in red wine vinegar for 15 minutes

Cardamom Ghee (page 61): ¼ teaspoon freshly ground cardamom stirred into 2 tablespoons of ghee, brown butter, or melted butter

Chilli Vinegar (page 76): Seasoned rice vinegar plus chilli flakes or fresh jalapeño or serrano chilli to taste

Dried Calabrian chillies: Chillies de árbol or chillies japonés

Garlic and Herb Labne (page 48): Natural labne or natural whole-milk Greek yogurt

Ghee (page 62): Melted butter, brown butter, or olive oil

Marinated Feta (page 71) or Goat’s Cheese (page 74): Plain feta-style or goat’s cheese

Pickled Thai Chillies (page 76): Fresh jalapeño or serrano chilli, seeded, to taste

Preserved Meyer Lemon Paste (page 79): Puréed or finely chopped shop-bought preserved lemons

Shallot Oil (page 55): Neutral oil or olive oil
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essential kitchen tools

BASIC
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•
Box grater
•
Stand mixer
•
Food processor
•
Measuring cups and spoons
•
Silicone spatulas
•
Tongs
•
Lots of bowls
•
Lots of baking trays
•
A few good knives—chef’s, serrated, paring
•
Parchment paper
•
Cake tins in all the right sizes
•
Cast-iron and stainless-steel frying pans
•
Casserole dishes with lids: small (3- to 4-litre), medium (5- to 6-litre), and large (7- to 9-litre)
•
A very large (10- to 12-litre) pot or stockpot
•




UNEXPECTEDLY ESSENTIAL
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•
Japanese mandoline
•
Digital kitchen scales with gram weights
•
Fine-mesh skimmer
•
Wide-mouth canning jars and canning funnel
•
Digital thermometer
•
Offset spatula
•
Immersion blender
•
Microplane (rasp) grater
•
Mortar and pestle
•
Fine-mesh sieve
•
Food mill
•
Pastry brush
•
Citrus juicer
•







[image: good things come in small packages]
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condiments, components,
and toppings

It’s taken me years to unplug my professional brain when cooking at home. In restaurants, I learned to think like a chef when creating dishes and menus. And it felt natural to apply the same rigour to my home cooking, even when I was only making a late-night quesadilla. But for every restaurant-quality outcome, there were a dozen other disappointments. Discouraged when I couldn’t source the same heirloom produce or aged balsamic vinegar I cooked with at the restaurant, I’d often give up on cooking entirely and eat toast for dinner instead. Or, after several days spent shopping for, prepping, and cooking a particular meal, I’d be left with a chaotic aftermath that would take days to clean up. I was never quite sure whether the effort was worth the results.

I can now clearly see that it’s silly—even destructive—to hold ourselves to professional standards when cooking at home. And yet, it seems completely acceptable to compare a dish you’ve just cooked to something made in a fully stocked and staffed kitchen by a trained professional with decades of experience.

Professional cooking serves a completely different purpose from home cooking. In restaurant kitchens and glossy magazine spreads, on social media, and even in many cookbooks, food is meant to dazzle and impress. As customers, viewers, and readers, we’re being convinced that what’s on offer is worth our money, time, and attention. But home cooking is about nourishment, care, and, ideally, enjoyment. To that end, the simple and familiar tends to be not only comforting but indispensable.

Most nights, the food I cook is extraordinarily simple. Often, it’s a heap of boiled broccoli, asparagus, or another vegetable, drizzled with olive oil or toasted sesame oil. Sometimes the broccoli tops a bowl of rice along with a fried egg, a bit of tofu, or some fish. When it’s too hot to cook, I’ll assemble a crunchy, refreshing salad topped with Spanish or Italian olive oil–packed tuna and eat it straight from the mixing bowl. On other nights, I get a pot of rice or lentils going while I figure out the rest. Or I’ll cook a pan of chicken thighs to add to soba or tuck into a quesadilla over the coming days.

“There are no new ideas,” wrote Audre Lorde. “There are only new ways of making them felt.” Most of what I cook on a daily basis may not be particularly innovative. But it feels new because I stock my store cupboard and fridge with condiments, toppings, and herbs that allow for all sorts of possibilities.

Sometimes I know exactly what to reach for—garlic and herb labne, say, to dollop atop a bowl of lentils. Other times, I’ll notice the giardiniera (Italian pickled vegetables) in the back corner of the refrigerator and be struck by the desire to make chicken schnitzel so I can turn every bite into a “best bite” by eating it with the right amount of little pickles. Some marinated goat’s cheese stirred in at the last moment will turn a simple pasta with broccoli purée into a luxurious, creamy treat. A spoonful of Calabrian chilli crisp adds textural excitement to practically everything I make, regardless of whether the recipe originated in Sichuan, Rome, or Veracruz. And a shower of crispy fried shallots can dress up, well, anything.

[image: ]
These little flourishes allow me to take the dishes and preparations in my regular rotation in all sorts of different directions. Some take a few minutes to throw together, while others are more of a weekend project. But they all have the power to make what’s old feel new again.


recipe list

garlic and herb labne

green sauce

bright pickled onions

crispy fried shallots (and shallot oil)

calabrian chilli crisp

cardamom ghee

whipped tahini

basil pesto

mark’s giardiniera

marinated feta

marinated goat’s cheese

pickled thai chillies (and chilli vinegar)

preserved meyer lemon paste



garlic and herb labne

Growing up, I topped everything from rice to soup to spaghetti (gasp!) with a spoonful of natural yogurt. (What can I say? We Persians are a yogurt-loving people.) These days I use labne instead. At any given time you’ll find a jar of it—doctored up with chopped fresh herbs and a hint of garlic—in my fridge. It’s my all-purpose creamy accompaniment to vegetables, rice, chicken, and fish. Served alongside crudités, potato crisps, crackers, or Fluffy Pitta Pockets (page 385), it also makes an excellent dip. Or, smear a generous amount onto a platter before plating grilled or roasted vegetables, fish, or chicken for an elegant upgrade.

• • •


MAKES ABOUT 360G


	450g container labne or 360g homemade (see page 29)

	1 or 2 finely grated garlic cloves

	3 to 4 tablespoons finely chopped dill, parsley, coriander, and/or mint in any combination

	½ teaspoon (2g) kosher salt






In a medium bowl, combine the labne, garlic, chopped herbs, and salt. Taste and adjust the seasoning, keeping in mind it may take a little while for the salt to dissolve thoroughly. Cover and refrigerate for up to 5 days.

VARIATIONS

To make Cucumber and Herb Labne: Add 2 finely diced or coarsely grated Persian cucumbers.

•

To make Shallot and Spring Onion Labne: Omit the garlic and herbs. Instead, stir 2 finely sliced spring onions and 2 tablespoons of Shallot Oil (page 55) into the labne and top with a handful of Crispy Fried Shallots (page 55).

•

For a touch of brightness, stir in the finely grated zest of 1 lemon.

•

For a little heat, stir in a secret amount of Calabrian Chilli Crisp (page 56).



[image: ]
garlic and herb labne



green sauce

Herb sauce, salsa verde, chimichurri, zhoug, chutney: Whatever you call it, there’s nothing like a good green sauce. This is my take on a legendary version made by the Cheeseboard Collective in Berkeley, California (old-timers may still call it Papi Chulo sauce). A hint of mustard along with an immersion blender or food processor helps emulsify this creamy coriander sauce. Use it on pizza, tacos, rice and noodle bowls, grilled or roasted fish, chicken, and vegetables. Fold some into cabbage slaw or a summer salad of grilled courgette and corn. Or stir a spoonful or two into Whipped Tahini (page 63), yogurt, or labne to lend it a spicy, herby, acidic edge.

• • •


MAKES ABOUT 250ML


	85g coarsely chopped coriander

	2 garlic cloves, sliced

	1 to 2 serrano chillies or Pickled Thai Chillies (page 76), stalks removed (optional)

	1 tablespoon sugar

	1 teaspoon (3g) kosher salt

	110g extra-virgin olive oil

	4 tablespoons Chilli Vinegar (page 76) or seasoned rice vinegar

	3 tablespoons freshly squeezed lemon juice

	1 tablespoon Dijon mustard






In a food processor, combine the coriander, garlic, and chillies (if using) and pulse until finely chopped. Add the sugar, salt, oil, vinegar, lemon juice, and mustard and purée until the herbs are minced and the sauce comes together into a creamy, uniform texture. Taste and adjust with salt and vinegar as needed.

Cover and refrigerate for up to 1 week.

NOTE

To use an immersion blender instead, combine all the ingredients in a wide-mouth jar or similar container and blend until creamy and uniform in texture, then taste and adjust with salt and vinegar as needed.
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green sauce



bright pickled onions

At some point over the last few years, I noticed that I’d been omitting raw onions and shallots from my everyday cooking because I couldn’t handle macerating them. Let me be clear: Macerating isn’t hard. It’s just another word for softening the harsh fire of alliums by soaking them in some acid—usually vinegar or citrus juice—for 15 to 20 minutes. But sometimes, the last thing










[image: ]
bright pickled onions



crispy fried shallots

(and shallot oil)
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crispy fried shallots (and shallot oil)



calabrian chilli crisp
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calabrian chilli crisp



cardamom ghee
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cardamom ghee



whipped tahini
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whipped tahini



a small good thing:
whipped ricotta












basil pesto












mark’s giardiniera




MAKES 2 LITRES


FOR THE VEGETABLES


	3 serrano chillies, thinly sliced in rounds

	2 large celery stalks, finely diced

	2 carrots, peeled and finely diced

	2 garlic cloves, thinly sliced

	2 red peppers, finely diced

	½ head cauliflower, trimmed into tiny florets

	½ large fennel bulb, finely diced

	144g kosher salt



FOR THE VINAIGRETTE


	360ml white wine vinegar

	160g extra-virgin olive oil

	180ml neutral oil

	140g coarsely chopped Nocellara olives

	1 tablespoon dried oregano

	1½ teaspoons coriander seeds, lightly toasted (see page 37)

	1½ teaspoons fennel seeds, lightly toasted

	1 teaspoon chilli flakes

	1 teaspoon crushed black peppercorns

	½ teaspoon celery seeds

	2 bay leaves
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mark’s giardiniera



marinated feta
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marinated feta



marinated goat’s cheese




















pickled thai chillies

(and chilli vinegar)
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pickled thai chillies (and chilli vinegar)



preserved meyer lemon paste
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preserved meyer lemon paste
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