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		Mesa Grill

		Mesa Grill was a vibe. It had energy. It had flavor, and it had lots of fancy tequila. It was colorful, with walls painted the colors of many of my favorite ingredients: blue corn blue, ancho chile red, avocado green, mango orange. I’ve used chiles as my main flavor weapon for more than thirty years, and they have helped shape me as a chef, teacher, and writer. But Mesa Grill was where that lifelong obsession with chiles really flourished, and where I honed my chile-cooking skills.

		Personally, I’m in awe of the ingredients that made up our menus at Mesa Grill. Their flavors, colors, and textures were so different from everything I’d known before—but at Mesa Grill, I just went for it. Besides the chiles, which, in all of their myriad fresh and dried forms, blew the mind of this redheaded Irish kid from New York City, there was corn in every color and iteration; beans, fresh and dried; and, of course, the most controversial herb: cilantro. I served fresh corn tamales with shrimp and cilantro (see this page), blue corn pancakes filled with barbecue duck (see this page), baked three-layer quesadillas topped with fancy ingredients, grilled lamb with jalapeño preserves, pork tenderloin with ancho chile bourbon sauce (see this page), cinnamon buñuelos with housemade ice cream, a spectacular layered coconut cake, and millions of cactus pear margaritas.

		I didn’t just learn about these flavors in a vacuum, or even through Wikipedia. I started cooking in the 1980s, when we still had to leave our sofas to go out and learn about the things that interested us. My education really started with Jonathan Waxman, my number one culinary mentor, who gave me an entry-level position as a line cook at Bud’s, a restaurant he owned on Manhattan’s Upper West Side. The food was inspired by California cuisine: mesquite wood, live-fire grills, free-range chickens, baby vegetables, and butter sauces of every color of the rainbow. What was most interesting to me, though, was his use of chiles, corn, cilantro, and epazote. Cooking at Bud’s was an eye-opening experience for me, and whetted my appetite for cuisines and culinary traditions I barely knew existed. I wanted more of that.

		By chance, I met a food consultant named Karen MacNeil, who was writing a story for a major food magazine about the rising popularity of new and contemporary-style Southwestern cuisine. Karen was traveling for the story and asked me to come along, since she knew I had this focused interest. It was the one trip that I can always point to as career-changing, especially in regard to the food of Mesa Grill. I had the opportunity to meet chefs Dean Fearing, Stephan Pyles, and Kevin Rathbun in Dallas, Robert Del Grande in Houston, and Mark Miller, who was cooking in Santa Fe at the time. These chefs, a generation ahead of me, were so welcoming and generous with their experience and knowledge of one of America’s great regional cuisines. They brought me into their kitchens to cook with their staff, taught me technique, and, maybe most importantly, let me in on why these very specific ingredients were so special. I will be forever grateful for what they gave me. It’s one of the reasons I always welcome younger chefs’ inquiries when I have an answer that might be helpful.

		I was twenty-five when we signed the lease on the original Mesa Grill location on Fifteenth Street and Fifth Avenue in New York City. It was my first major league restaurant as a chef. We opened on January 15, 1991—the same day Operation Desert Storm began. I’ll never forget watching my guests leave the restaurant in the middle of their dinner as word got around (no internet yet) that we were at war with Iraq. It was the first time you could actually watch it live on TV. New York was in a recession at the time, and very few restaurants opened that year. Mesa Grill was a restaurant the city needed. It was fun and energetic, and the flavors were explosive. New Yorkers adopted it as their favorite new place, and it launched my career.

		There were Mesa Grill locations in Las Vegas for sixteen years and the Bahamas for eleven years. Mesa Grill NYC was open for twenty-six years before the harsh world of real estate, where landlords are mostly unwavering and in many ways emotionless in their decisions, led to its closure. I typically feel that when one chapter ends, it’s time to move on to the next. This is what led me to open Amalfi, my love letter to Italy, in the space that was originally the Las Vegas outpost of Mesa Grill. But of all my restaurant venues, Mesa Grill is the one I think about reopening every day. So far I’ve resisted the temptation, and for now, the dishes of Mesa Grill sleep quietly, enshrined in the pages of this book about my first chapter.

		I usually hold my decisions, like not reopening a concept, with conviction. But as far as Mesa is considered, I will leave a tiny crack of the door open to the possibility. I often wonder what Mesa Grill 2.0 would look and taste like: a restaurant inspired by my first big success, but with more mature eyes and taste buds at the helm. As with every long-running project or idea, there must be evolution across the board. So if you smell the aroma of green chiles roasting over an open flame in your neighborhood, there might be a new cactus pear cocktail in your future—but this one might be laced with mezcal.
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			Mesa Grill review in New York magazine, 1991

		

	
		Tartare of Arctic Char with Plantains and Cilantro Oil
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		This dish is a classic from Mesa Grill (see this page). I’ve always been a fan of arctic char, which is closely related to both salmon and trout and has characteristics of each that I find very satisfying. Serving this buttery fish raw, enhanced with some stronger ingredients such as chipotle and capers, makes the perfect tartare. Crispy plantains fill in nicely for the classic toast points.

		Serves 4

		
			Crispy Plantains

			Neutral oil, such as avocado or canola

			2 green plantains, peeled, halved crosswise, and thinly sliced lengthwise

			Kosher salt

			Tartare

			¼ cup extra-virgin olive oil

			2 tablespoons Dijon mustard

			1 tablespoon pureed canned chipotle in adobo

			¼ cup drained capers

			¼ cup thinly sliced scallion

			3 tablespoons finely chopped fresh cilantro leaves

			12 ounces arctic char, skin removed, and cut into ¼-inch dice

			Kosher salt and freshly ground black pepper

			To Serve

			¼ cup chopped fresh chives (½-inch pieces)

			¼ cup fresh whole cilantro leaves

			Cilantro Oil (this page), for garnish

			Thinly sliced scallions (green parts only)

		

		
			1. Make the crispy plantains: Fill a large cast-iron skillet halfway with neutral oil and heat over medium-high heat to 350°F on a deep-fry thermometer. Set a wire rack over a baking sheet. Working in three batches, fry the plantains, flipping them occasionally, until golden brown, 2 to 3 minutes. Using a slotted spoon, transfer the plantains to the wire rack and season immediately with salt. Transfer to a plate and set aside.

			2. Make the tartare: In a medium bowl, combine the olive oil, mustard, and chipotle. Whisk to combine, then stir in the capers, scallion, and cilantro. Gently fold in the char, then season with salt and pepper.

			3. To serve: Divide the tartare among four medium plates, placing it in small mounds on each. Garnish with the chives, cilantro leaves, cilantro oil, and scallions and serve with the crispy plantains.

		

	
		Yellowtail Ceviche with Charred Pineapple and Bitter Greens
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		This dish started at the raw bar of Bar Americain (see this page) and a version of it was served at Shark, my restaurant in the Palms Hotel in Las Vegas. I utilized a lot of Latin flavors, specifically South American chiles, fruits, and vegetables, in my dishes at Shark, and I really believe some of my most interesting and flavorful ideas were cooked in that kitchen. Unfortunately, Shark had a very short run; it opened just a year or so before the COVID-19 pandemic and closed when the hotel was first shuttered and then sold to new ownership.

		For this dish, I channel the flavors of Mexican al pastor (pineapple and red chiles), which are usually applied to spit-roasted pork. In this case, they work nicely with the subtle flavors of yellowtail, one of my favorite fish.

		Serves 4

		
			Ceviche Sauce

			4 cups pineapple juice

			1 small garlic clove, finely grated

			1 teaspoon finely grated fresh ginger

			2 tablespoons soy sauce

			1 Thai chile (with its seeds), finely chopped

			⅛ teaspoon ají rocoto paste (see Notes), or to taste

			2 tablespoons fresh tangerine juice

			2 tablespoons fresh lime juice

			2 tablespoons yuzu juice (see Notes)

			½ teaspoon honey

			¼ teaspoon toasted sesame oil

			Charred Pineapple

			2 (½-inch) crosscut rings from a peeled and cored pineapple

			Neutral oil, such as avocado or canola

			Kosher salt

			To Serve

			12 ounces yellowtail, cut into ½-inch dice

			Pickled Fresno Chiles (this page)

			¼ cup baby red frill mustard greens

			½ cup Plantain Crisps (this page), broken into pieces

			¼ cup thinly sliced fresh chives

			Good-quality extra-virgin olive oil, such as Castillo de Tabernas, for finishing

		

		
			1. Make the ceviche sauce: In a large sauté pan, bring the pineapple juice to a boil over medium-high heat. Reduce the heat to medium-low and cook, stirring occasionally with a rubber spatula, scraping the sides and bottom of the pan to help the juice reduce evenly, until it begins to thicken and become syrupy and reduces to about ¾ cup, about 1 hour. Remove from the heat and transfer to a nonreactive medium bowl. Add the garlic, ginger, soy sauce, Thai chile, rocoto, tangerine juice, lime juice, yuzu juice, honey, and sesame oil and whisk to combine. Cover the bowl and refrigerate for 1 hour to allow the flavors to meld.

			2. Make the charred pineapple: Heat a charcoal or gas grill to high, or heat a grill pan over high heat. Brush the pineapple on both sides with oil and place on the grill. Grill until golden brown and caramelized on both sides, about 6 minutes total. Remove from the grill, season with salt, and let cool. When cool enough to handle, cut the pineapple into ½-inch cubes, then transfer to a plate and set aside.

			3. To serve: In a medium bowl, combine 1 cup of the chilled ceviche sauce, the yellowtail, and the charred pineapple, then toss gently to combine and allow to marinate for 5 minutes. Divide the yellowtail and pineapple among four wide, shallow bowls and spoon 3 tablespoons of sauce over each. Garnish each bowl with pickled chiles, baby red frill, plantain crisps, chives, and a drizzle of finishing oil.

		

		Notes: Ají rocoto is a hot red pepper paste used in Peruvian and Ecuadorian cooking. It is sold in a jar and can be found in markets specializing in Latin American ingredients.

		Do not use yuzu concentrate here—look for fresh yuzu or bottled yuzu juice in Japanese markets. Bonus points if you have a friendly neighbor with a yuzu tree.

	
		Tuna and Avocado Tartare Tostada with Blistered Serrano Hot Sauce
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		Tuna tostadas have become staples in many good Mexican and Southwestern American restaurants, and why not? They’re crispy, spicy, and, when made with good-quality “sushi-grade” fish, very refreshing. I’ve done versions with mango and black bean salsa, tropical fruits like papaya, and white peaches. But it’s tough to beat this classic version, where the tuna is matched with avocado and green chiles.

		You’ll end up with extra hot sauce, which is a good thing, because it’s amazing on eggs, seafood, you name it. It keeps for up to a week in the fridge.

		Serves 4

		
			Blistered Serrano Hot Sauce

			½ cup coarsely chopped red onion

			10 serrano chiles

			5 tablespoons neutral oil, such as avocado or canola

			Kosher salt and freshly ground black pepper

			½ cup rice vinegar

			¼ cup coarsely chopped fresh cilantro leaves

			1 tablespoon honey

			Tostadas

			Neutral oil, such as avocado or canola, for deep-frying

			4 (8-inch) flour tortillas

			Kosher salt

			Citrus Vinaigrette

			3 tablespoons fresh lime juice

			2 tablespoons fresh orange juice

			2 tablespoons finely chopped red onion

			1 garlic clove, chopped to a paste with ¼ teaspoon kosher salt

			½ cup finely chopped fresh basil leaves

			½ cup finely chopped fresh cilantro leaves

			1 tablespoon honey

			¾ cup extra-virgin olive oil

			Kosher salt and freshly ground black pepper

			Tuna Tartare

			¼ cup neutral oil, such as avocado or canola

			2 tablespoons Dijon mustard

			1 tablespoon pureed canned chipotle in adobo

			¼ cup drained capers

			¼ cup thinly sliced scallions

			3 tablespoons finely chopped fresh cilantro leaves

			12 ounces sushi-grade tuna, cut into ¼-inch dice

			Kosher salt and freshly ground black pepper

			Avocado Relish

			1 tablespoon neutral oil, such as avocado or canola

			Juice of 1 lime

			½ serrano chile (or to taste), finely chopped

			3 tablespoons finely chopped red onion

			1 large avocado, finely diced

			Kosher salt and freshly ground black pepper

		

		
			1. Make the hot sauce: Set an oven rack in the lowest possible position and preheat the oven to 425°F. Line a baking sheet with parchment paper.

			2. Place the onion and chiles on the prepared baking sheet. Toss with 1 tablespoon of the oil and season with salt and pepper. Roast until the chiles are golden and blistered and the onion is soft, about 20 minutes. Set aside to cool completely. Once cool, remove the stems and seeds from the chiles. (Wear food-safe gloves for this—you’ll thank me later.)

			3. In a blender, combine the roasted onion and chiles, vinegar, cilantro, honey, and ½ teaspoon salt. Blend until smooth, but do not overblend—specks of color should still be visible. While the motor is running, slowly drizzle in the remaining 4 tablespoons oil to emulsify. Thin with water 1 tablespoon at a time until the consistency is smooth and silky, thin enough to drizzle (you may need up to 4 tablespoons water). Season with salt and pepper. Scrape into a small nonreactive bowl and set aside at room temperature. (After serving, any remaining hot sauce can be stored in an airtight container in the refrigerator for up to 1 week.)

			4. Make the tostadas: Fill a large cast-iron skillet halfway with neutral oil and heat over medium-high heat to 375°F on a deep-fry thermometer. Set a wire rack over a baking sheet.

			5. With a round 3-inch cutter, cut 4 rounds from each tortilla. (Alternatively, cut them into 3-inch squares with a knife.) Save any scraps and fry them to serve with soups or salads. Working in batches, fry the tortillas, flipping them occasionally, until golden brown 1 to 2 minutes. Using a slotted spoon, transfer the tostadas to the wire rack and season immediately with salt. Transfer to a plate and set aside for up to 24 hours before serving.

			6. Make the vinaigrette: In a blender, combine the lime juice, orange juice, onion, garlic paste, basil, cilantro, and honey and blend on high speed until smooth. (Blending as quickly as possible helps you avoid heating the vinaigrette, which would dull its color.) While the motor is running, lower the speed, then slowly drizzle in the olive oil and blend until emulsified. Season with salt and pepper. Transfer to a small nonreactive bowl and set aside at room temperature for up to 1 hour before serving.

			7. Make the tartare: In a medium bowl, combine the oil, mustard, and chipotle. Whisk to combine, then gently fold in the capers, scallion, cilantro, and tuna. Season with salt and pepper and set aside at room temperature until ready to serve.

			8. Make the avocado relish: In a small bowl, whisk together the oil and lime juice. Add as much serrano as you’d like. Stir in the onion and gently fold in the avocado. Season with salt and pepper.

			9. To serve: Place 4 tostadas on each of four plates. Spoon some avocado relish onto each tostada, top with tartare, and drizzle with the vinaigrette and hot sauce. Garnish with plantain crisps and serve.
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		Tuna Tartare with Crispy Green Rice and Peruvian Chile Sauce
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		In this dish, which I created for Shark in Las Vegas, I drizzle an ají amarillo–imbued hot sauce over fresh sushi-grade tuna and crispy green rice flecked with cilantro and green chiles. This fruity, spicy yellow chile is an essential ingredient in Peruvian cuisine: Along with garlic and red onion, it is one of the “holy trinity” ingredients that are foundational in so many Peruvian dishes. The rice adds a crunchiness that everyone seems to love.

		Serves 4

		
			Peruvian Chile Sauce

			½ cup mayonnaise

			1 tablespoon ají amarillo paste

			1 tablespoon ponzu

			2 teaspoons yuzu juice (see Notes, this page)

			½ teaspoon ground turmeric

			1 teaspoon honey

			Kosher salt and freshly ground black pepper

			Tuna Tartare

			3 tablespoons neutral oil, such as avocado or canola

			½ teaspoon prepared wasabi

			1 garlic clove, chopped to a paste with a pinch of kosher salt

			2 tablespoons finely chopped pickled ginger, plus 2 teaspoons pickling liquid from the jar

			1 small shallot, finely diced

			2 tablespoons thinly sliced scallions (green parts only)

			2 tablespoons finely chopped fresh cilantro leaves

			2 tablespoons finely chopped fresh flat-leaf parsley leaves

			12 ounces sushi-grade tuna, cut into ¼-inch dice

			Kosher salt and freshly ground black pepper

			Crispy Rice

			2 poblano chiles

			3 tablespoons neutral oil, such as avocado or canola

			Kosher salt and freshly ground black pepper

			3½ cups cooked sushi rice, chilled

			2 tablespoons coarsely chopped fresh cilantro leaves

		

		
			1. Make the chile sauce: In a medium bowl, combine the mayonnaise, ají amarillo, ponzu, yuzu juice, turmeric, and honey and whisk until smooth. Thin with about 1 tablespoon water until the sauce is smooth, silky, and loose enough to drizzle. Season with salt and pepper. Set aside at room temperature for at least 30 minutes to allow the flavors to meld. (After serving, any remaining chile sauce can be stored in an airtight container in the refrigerator for up to 1 week.)

			2. Make the tuna tartare: In a medium bowl, combine the oil, wasabi, and garlic paste. Whisk to combine, then stir in the ginger, pickling liquid, shallot, scallions, cilantro, and the parsley. Gently fold in the tuna and season with salt and pepper. Set aside at room temperature.

			3. Make the crispy rice: Heat a large cast-iron skillet over high heat. Brush the poblanos with 1 tablespoon of the oil, season with salt and pepper, and sear in the hot skillet, turning occasionally, until charred on all sides, about 10 minutes. Transfer to a bowl and cover tightly with plastic wrap. Allow to steam and soften for 15 minutes. Carefully wipe out the pan.

			4. Once the poblanos are cooled, peel them and remove and discard the seeds. Cut the flesh into ¼-inch dice, then place it in a large bowl. Using your fingers, crumble the rice into the bowl. Add the cilantro and 2 teaspoons salt, and use your hands to toss until combined.

			5. Heat the remaining 2 tablespoons oil in the cast-iron skillet over high heat. Add the rice-poblano mixture and immediately press it down into the pan with a heavy-duty metal spatula until the top is flat. Cook, without stirring, until the bottom becomes golden and crispy, 4 to 5 minutes (start checking at 3 minutes to make sure you don’t burn it). As the rice cooks, occasionally move the pan around the burner to make sure all areas get evenly heated. Using the spatula, flip the rice over in a few large pieces and press down firmly on the top again. Cook until the bottom is golden and crispy, 3 to 5 minutes more.

			6. Divide the crispy rice among four shallow bowls or plates. Mound the tartare against the rice and drizzle with the Peruvian chile sauce and serve.

		

	
		Blood Orange and Sea Scallop Ceviche with Pickled Kumquats
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		This dish combines three of my favorite ingredients. First is sea scallops, which I love because they taste like the ocean in the best way. Then there’s blood oranges, with their unrivaled tartness and beauty and their juices that leak into the scallops and infuse them with flavor. Last is kumquats, which can be quite astringent—but if you slice them thin and add a little sweetness to the pickling liquid, they’re magic.

		Serves 4

		
			Pickled Kumquats

			¾ cup white wine vinegar

			¼ cup sugar

			2 teaspoons kosher salt

			4 ounces kumquats, thinly sliced and seeded (about 1 cup)

			Ceviche

			2 blood oranges

			Finely grated zest and juice of 2 limes

			Finely grated zest and juice of 2 lemons

			¼ cup finely diced red onion

			½ serrano chile, finely diced (optional)

			2 tablespoons finely chopped fresh cilantro

			8 large sea scallops, cut into 5 or 6 thin sliced rounds each

			To Serve

			2 tablespoons thinly sliced fresh mint

			3 tablespoons sliced fresh chives (½-inch lengths)

			Freshly grated nutmeg

			Good-quality extra-virgin olive oil, such as Castillo de Tabernas, for finishing

			Fleur de sel

		

		
			1. Make the pickled kumquats: In a small saucepan, combine the vinegar, ¼ cup water, the sugar, and the salt and bring to a boil. Whisk until the sugar has dissolved, about 2 minutes. Remove from the heat and let cool for 10 minutes. Place the kumquats in a nonreactive container and pour the vinegar mixture over them. Cover and refrigerate for at least 1 hour. (You can make these ahead and store them in an airtight container in the refrigerator for up to 3 months.)

			2. Make the ceviche: Finely grate the zest of the blood oranges into a medium bowl. Suprême the oranges, catching any juice in the bowl with the zest. Squeeze the membranes to release any remaining juice into the bowl. Reserve the blood orange suprêmes for later. Add the lime zest and juice, lemon zest and juice, onion, serrano (if using), and cilantro to the bowl and stir to combine. Add the scallops and gently toss again to combine. Set aside for 20 minutes at room temperature to allow the flavors to meld.

			3. To serve: Divide the scallops among four large plates. (You’ll have 10 to 12 scallop slices on each.) Spoon some of the kumquats and sauce over the scallops, then garnish with the blood orange suprêmes, mint, and chives. Sprinkle nutmeg over the top, then drizzle with finishing oil and sprinkle with fleur de sel. Serve immediately.

		

	
		Grilled Sea Scallops with Crisp Flour Tortillas, Avocado-Corn Relish, and Jalapeño Pesto
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		When I need a guaranteed winner as an appetizer, this is it. I’ve done this with corn tortillas but there’s something about the flakiness of the fried flour tortilla that makes the dish. Get a good crust on the scallops and make sure they’re a touch rare inside. The pesto cuts through the richness of the avocado.

		Serves 4

		
			Crisp Flour Tortillas

			Neutral oil, such as avocado or canola, for deep-frying

			2 (6-inch) flour tortillas, cut into eighths

			Kosher salt

			Jalapeño Pesto

			3 jalapeños

			1 tablespoon neutral oil, such as avocado or canola

			Kosher salt and freshly ground black pepper

			2 cups fresh cilantro leaves

			1 cup fresh basil leaves

			¼ cup freshly grated Parmigiano Reggiano cheese

			¼ cup pine nuts

			2 garlic cloves, finely chopped

			½ cup extra-virgin olive oil

			Avocado-Corn Relish

			1 ear yellow or white corn, husked and kernels cut from the cob

			1 tablespoon neutral oil, such as avocado or canola

			Kosher salt and freshly ground black pepper

			2 large avocados, diced

			1 tablespoon sour cream

			¼ cup finely diced red onion

			½ serrano chile, finely diced (optional)

			2 tablespoons fresh lime juice

			¼ cup finely chopped fresh cilantro

			Grilled Sea Scallops

			16 large sea scallops

			1 tablespoon neutral oil, such as avocado or canola

			2 teaspoons sweet paprika

			Kosher salt and freshly ground black pepper

			Micro cilantro, for garnish

		

		
			1. Make the crisp flour tortillas: Fill a large cast-iron skillet halfway with oil and heat over medium-high heat to 375°F on a deep-fry thermometer. Set a wire rack over a baking sheet.

			2. Working in batches, fry the tortillas, flipping them occasionally, until golden brown, 1 to 2 minutes. Using a slotted spoon, transfer the tortillas to the wire rack and season immediately with salt. Set aside.

			3. Make the jalapeño pesto: Heat a large cast-iron skillet over high heat. Toss the jalapeños with the neutral oil and season with salt and pepper. Sear the chiles in the hot pan, turning them occasionally, until charred on all sides, about 6 minutes. Transfer to a bowl, cover tightly with plastic wrap, and allow to steam for 10 minutes. Peel the jalapeños and remove and discard the seeds, then chop the flesh.

			4. In a food processor, combine the jalapeños, cilantro, basil, Parmigiano, pine nuts, and garlic and process until coarsely chopped. With the motor running, slowly drizzle in the olive oil and process until emulsified. Season with salt and pepper and pulse a few times to combine. Scrape the pesto into a bowl and set aside.

			5. Make the avocado-corn relish: Set an oven rack in the lowest position and preheat the oven to 450°F.

			6. On a small baking sheet, combine the corn kernels and oil. Season with salt and pepper and stir to combine, then spread the kernels out into a single layer. Roast until the corn is golden brown in some spots but still crisp, about 10 minutes. Transfer to a bowl to cool.

			7. In a medium bowl, mash the avocados until slightly smooth. Gently fold in the cooled roasted corn, sour cream, onion, serrano (if using), and lime juice and season with salt and pepper. Fold in the cilantro, then set aside until ready to serve.

			8. Make the grilled scallops: Heat a charcoal or gas grill to high or heat a grill pan over high heat.

			9. Brush the scallops on both sides with oil and season with the paprika and salt and pepper to taste. Grill until golden brown and slightly charred on one side, about 3 minutes, then flip and cook for 30 seconds on the second side. Transfer the scallops to a plate.

			10. To serve: Divide the tortillas among plates. On each tortilla, place a tablespoon of the avocado-corn relish, then top with a scallop. Add a dollop of jalapeño pesto to each scallop, garnish with micro cilantro, and serve.
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		Shellfish Impersonating Oysters: Sea Urchin Mignonette, Sea Scallop Rockefeller, and Blue Cornmeal–Coated Langoustine
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		I know, I know, this is a ridiculous recipe title. When I was competing on Iron Chef, I always felt compelled to come up with off-the-wall concepts that still tasted delicious. In this case, I’m using the oyster shell in three different seafood preparations that don’t involve oysters at all. It’s totally fun, and you as the chef get to eat the oysters you shucked!

		Serves 4

		
			12 oyster shell bottoms, scrubbed (see Note, this page)

			Sea Scallop Rockefeller

			6 tablespoons (¾ stick) unsalted butter

			1 small shallot, finely chopped

			1 garlic clove, finely chopped

			8 ounces baby spinach

			2 tablespoons dry vermouth

			1½ cups heavy cream

			¼ cup freshly grated Parmigiano Reggiano cheese

			¼ cup freshly grated Pecorino Romano cheese

			Finely grated zest and juice of ½ lemon

			⅛ teaspoon freshly grated nutmeg

			Kosher salt and freshly ground black pepper

			½ cup panko breadcrumbs

			⅛ teaspoon sweet paprika

			4 cups rock salt

			4 large sea scallops, cleaned

			Sea Urchin Mignonette

			⅓ cup rice vinegar

			1 tablespoon fresh lime juice

			3 tablespoons finely diced shallot

			3 tablespoons finely chopped fresh tarragon

			Kosher salt and freshly ground black pepper

			Blue Cornmeal–Coated Langoustines

			4 head-on, shell-on langoustines

			Neutral oil, such as avocado or canola, for deep-frying

			¼ cup rice flour

			1 cup blue cornmeal

			Kosher salt and freshly ground black pepper

			To Serve

			3 ounces uni (sea urchin lobes)

			¾ cup microgreens

			½ ounce trout or salmon roe

			4 tablespoons Tomatillo Cocktail Sauce (this page)

		

		
			1. Scrub the oyster shell bottoms and set aside.

			2. Make the sea scallop Rockefeller: In a medium sauté pan, melt 3 tablespoons of the butter over medium heat. Add the shallot and garlic and cook until softened, about 2 minutes. Add the spinach and cook, stirring, until completely wilted. Stir in the vermouth and cook for about 1 minute, then add the cream, Parmigiano, and pecorino. Cook, stirring occasionally, until reduced by half and slightly thickened, about 6 minutes. Add the lemon zest, lemon juice, and nutmeg and stir to combine. Season with kosher salt and pepper, then set aside to cool.

			3. In a small sauté pan, melt the remaining 3 tablespoons butter over medium heat. Add the panko and paprika, stir to combine, and season with kosher salt and pepper. Set aside to cool.

			4. Set one oven rack in the highest position and a second in the lowest position (farthest from the broiler). Preheat the broiler to high.

			5. Place 1 cup of the rock salt on a small baking sheet and nestle 4 of the oyster shells in the salt, cupped-side up. Spoon 1 tablespoon of cooled creamed spinach into each. Season the scallops with kosher salt and pepper and place one on top of each mound of spinach, then top with another tablespoon of spinach. Carefully transfer the baking sheet to the top rack in the oven and broil until spotted with brown on top, about 5 minutes. Remove from the oven and sprinkle each scallop with some of the buttered panko. Set aside for up to 30 minutes before serving. Leave broiler on for later use.

			6. Make the sea urchin mignonette: In a small bowl, combine the vinegar, lime juice, shallot, and tarragon, season with salt and pepper, and set aside for 10 minutes to allow the flavors to meld.

			7. Make the blue cornmeal–coated langoustines: To clean the langoustines, first separate the heads from the tails. Remove the claws from the head portion (you can save them for shellfish stock, see this page), but leave the shell on. Completely remove the shell and legs from the tail portion and discard (or save them for stock). Pat everything dry with paper towels.

			8. Fill a large cast-iron skillet halfway with neutral oil and heat over medium-high heat to 375°F on a deep-fry thermometer. Set a wire rack over a baking sheet.

			9. In a medium bowl, combine the rice flour with 2 cups water and whisk until smooth. Place the cornmeal in a shallow baking dish. Season the rice flour mixture and cornmeal with salt and pepper.

			10. Fry the langoustine tails first: Dip the langoustine tails in the rice flour mixture, then coat with the cornmeal. Place the tails in the hot oil and fry, turning them occasionally, until golden brown, about 3 minutes. Use a slotted spoon to transfer them to the wire rack and season immediately with salt.

			11. Dip the langoustine heads in the rice flour mixture but do not coat with the cornmeal. Place them in the hot oil—take caution, since there might be some pops and splatters as the moisture from the heads hits the oil—and fry for about 6 minutes, or until crispy and golden. Keep the heads submerged as they fry. Use a slotted spoon to transfer the heads to the wire rack and season immediately with salt.

			12. To serve: On each of four plates, evenly place three ¼-cup mounds of rock salt. Top the first and third mounds with oyster shells, cupped-side up. Place a lobe of uni in the first shell and spoon a tablespoon of the mignonette over the top. Garnish with a pinch of the microgreens.

			13. Place the baking sheet with the scallops on the lowest rack in the oven and broil until the panko is browned and the cream is bubbling, about 3 minutes. Carefully transfer each to top the second mound of salt on each plate. Garnish each with ½ teaspoon of trout roe and a pinch of the microgreens.

			14. Place 1 tablespoon of the tomatillo cocktail sauce in the third shell. Slice the langoustine tails on an angle into 4 slices. Top the cocktail sauce with the middle 2 slices of each tail, then garnish with ½ teaspoon of the trout roe and 2 teaspoons of the microgreens. Place a crispy head alongside. Serve immediately.

		

		Note: You’ll want to use the deeply cupped half of the shell rather than the shallower top for this.
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		Shellfish Cocktails with Lobster and Avocado, Coconut and Mango Crab, and Shrimp with Tomatillo Cocktail Sauce

		
			
			[image: ]
		

		This flight of “cocktails,” which we served lined up in small glasses, was the number one seller at Bar Americain. The trio played on classic American raw bar specialties, so yes, there was a shrimp cocktail—but the sauce was green instead of red. We made the green sauce from roasted tomatillos and spiked it with horseradish, and it became a signature at the restaurant.

		Serves 4

		
			Lobster-Avocado Cocktail

			¼ cup fresh lime juice

			2 teaspoons honey

			2 tablespoons drained prepared horseradish

			1 tablespoon Worcestershire sauce

			1 teaspoon Tabasco sauce

			1 tablespoon finely chopped fresh tarragon

			Kosher salt and freshly ground black pepper

			Cooked meat from 2 (2-pound) whole lobsters (see Note, this page)

			1 avocado, finely diced

			¼ cup coarsely chopped watercress leaves

			¼ cup thinly sliced red onion

			Shrimp Cocktail

			2 tablespoons kosher salt

			1 tablespoon coriander seeds

			2 teaspoons whole black peppercorns

			2 lemons, quartered

			1 pound jumbo shrimp (16 to 20 shrimp), peeled and deveined

			Coconut-Crab Cocktail

			½ cup unsweetened full-fat coconut milk

			1 tablespoon Mango-Habanero Hot Sauce (this page)

			2 tablespoons fresh lime juice

			1 tablespoon honey

			¼ cup coarsely chopped fresh cilantro

			½ pound lump crabmeat, picked over

			¼ cup finely diced mango

			¼ cup thinly sliced red onion

			¼ cup thinly sliced radicchio

			Kosher salt and freshly ground black pepper

			To Serve

			1 cup Tomatillo Cocktail Sauce (this page)

			4 endive leaves, cut in half

		

		
			1. Make the lobster-avocado cocktail: In a medium bowl, combine the lime juice, honey, horseradish, Worcestershire, Tabasco, and tarragon. Whisk to combine, then season with salt and pepper. Gently fold in the lobster (reserve the claw meat for garnish), avocado, watercress, and red onion, season with salt and pepper, and set aside at room temperature.

			2. Make the shrimp cocktail: In a large saucepan, combine 2 quarts cold water, the salt, coriander, and peppercorns. Squeeze the juice from the lemon quarters into the pot, then add the squeezed quarters. Bring to a boil over high heat and boil for 5 minutes. Remove from the heat, then add the shrimp, cover, and let them cook in the residual heat of the water for 15 minutes. Drain the shrimp and transfer to a bowl. Cover and refrigerate for at least 1 hour and up to 1 day before serving.

			3. Make the coconut-crab cocktail: In a medium bowl, combine the coconut milk, hot sauce, lime juice, and honey and whisk to combine. Cover and set aside at room temperature for 15 minutes to allow the flavors to meld. Gently fold in the cilantro, crabmeat, mango, onion, and radicchio. Season with salt and pepper.

			4. To serve: Place three small glasses on each of four plates. Place some lobster-avocado cocktail in the first cup, coconut-crab cocktail in the second cup, and ¼ cup of the tomatillo cocktail sauce in the third cup. Garnish each lobster-avocado cocktail with a reserved lobster claw, each coconut-crab cocktail with a split endive leaf, and each tomatillo cocktail sauce with 4 shrimp. Serve immediately.

		

		Note: Lobster Prep

		Fill a large container (big enough to hold 2 lobsters) with ice and water. Bring a large pot of salted water to a boil. Kill each lobster by plunging a knife between the eyes and cutting down through the head. Add the lobsters to the boiling water, cover with a lid, and boil until cooked through, 8 to 10 minutes. Remove the lobsters from the pot and put them directly into the ice bath. Let cool completely, then drain well. Remove the meat from the lobster shells—2 lobsters yield about 2 cups cooked meat. The bodies, heads, and shells can be frozen in a large zip-top bag or airtight container for up to 3 months and used to make lobster stock (see this page).
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		Cornmeal-Crusted Oysters with Coconut Curry Sauce and Mango Pico de Gallo
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		I love this fried oyster dish, in which oysters are crusted with cornmeal for that light crunch and perched in a pool of green curry sauce. That alone would be enough, but the finely diced mango pico de gallo brings home all the flavors.

		Serves 4

		
			Mango Pico de Gallo

			1 ripe mango, peeled, pitted, and very finely diced

			½ red onion, finely diced

			1 small jalapeño, finely diced

			Juice of 1 lime

			2 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil

			1 teaspoon honey

			2 tablespoons finely chopped fresh cilantro

			Kosher salt and freshly ground black pepper

			Green Chile–Coconut Curry Sauce

			3 tablespoons neutral oil, such as avocado or canola

			1 medium Spanish onion, finely chopped

			3 garlic cloves, finely chopped

			1 poblano chile, seeded and finely diced

			3 tablespoons Maesri green curry paste

			1 (13.5-ounce) can unsweetened full-fat coconut milk

			1 pint clam juice

			2 tablespoons fish sauce, plus more if needed

			1 tablespoon sugar

			3 tablespoons fresh lime juice

			Cornmeal-Crusted Oysters

			Neutral oil, such as avocado or canola, for deep-frying

			1 cup rice flour

			2 cups blue cornmeal

			Kosher salt and freshly ground black pepper

			28 oysters, shucked and patted dry, bottom shells scrubbed and reserved (see Note, this page)

			To Serve

			4 cups kosher salt

			¼ cup micro cilantro or fresh cilantro leaves

		

		
			1. Make the pico de gallo: In a medium bowl, combine the mango, onion, jalapeño, lime juice, olive oil, honey, and cilantro, season with salt and pepper, and stir to combine. Set aside at room temperature for up to 1 hour.

			2. Make the curry sauce: In a large high-sided sauté pan, heat the oil over medium-high heat until it begins to shimmer. Add the onion and garlic and cook until soft, about 4 minutes. Stir in the poblano and cook until slightly softened, about 1 minute. Add the curry paste and cook, stirring continuously, until the color deepens and the raw taste has been cooked out, about 5 minutes. Add the coconut milk, clam juice, fish sauce, and sugar, bring to a boil, and cook until thickened and reduced by half, about 20 minutes. Stir in the lime juice. Taste for seasoning and add more fish sauce if needed.

			3. Make the cornmeal-crusted oysters: Fill a large cast-iron skillet or high-sided sauté pan halfway with oil and heat over medium-high heat to 350°F on a deep-fry thermometer. Line a plate with paper towels.

			4. In a medium bowl, combine the rice flour with 1 cup water and whisk until smooth. Place the cornmeal in a shallow baking dish. Season the rice flour mixture and the cornmeal with salt and pepper. Dip each oyster in the rice flour mixture, then coat it with the cornmeal. Working in batches of 7, fry the oysters, turning them occasionally, until golden brown, about 2 minutes. Use a slotted spoon to transfer the oysters to the paper towel–lined plate and season immediately with salt.

			5. To serve: In a medium bowl, stir together the salt and ¾ cup water. It should have a mortar-like consistency; you will use this to hold the shells steady on the plates. Spread 1 cup of the wet salt on each of four plates and arrange 7 oyster shells on each
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The Insatiable Critic/ Gael Greene

HE CORN
IS BLUE

<At the Mesa Grill, fries
Cilantro pesto, sweet-potato tama

IMAGINE GOING TO BED ONE NIGHT YOUR
simple, wonderful self and waking up the
hoxt morning speaking Urdu. And actual-
}y making a living at it. That's chef Bobby
Flay's story. Big Apple-born, he'd ne

even been o the Southwest when he be
gan improvising his own lively rif on its

nd now he i

ed stretch of lower Fifth.

Flay was just a rough-cut, restless, red-
headed teenager when he “‘sort of fell into
the business.” Restaurateur Joe Allen paid
his way at the French Culinary Institute,
then sent him off to get a job elser e
because, Allen , “you've learned all
you can here.” True, he pi fe
Y outhwestern tricks working for Jonathan
Waxman, mostly at Bud’s, then at Hu-
Jot's, but he found his true peppery P!
suasion at the Miracle Grill in the funk of
the East Village. Urdu.

And what d tate developer
and onetime politician Jerome Kretchmer
know about southwestern cookery? It’s
Urdu to him too. But over the years, nurs-
ing the Gotham Bar & G 11 from near-
Imise to a jumping success, he’s kept t
ing. And learning. (He's a friend, and I've
marveled at his obsession. Now he’s ma
joring in chi Grill team

NEW YORK/FEBRUARY 18, 1991

N

seems to have what New Yorkers want
{ %

days: food that i earthy and vibrant
rtured) in a casual settin;
ggish, playful, even
tect James Bibs
s playroom, re
heating up the banquette:
pickup sticks (nine aimed every which wa
Plake a tipsy menorah), and outrageous
{axicab-yellow chairs with tomatillo-green
cushions. The pierced-aluminum _fixtures
throw moving dapples of light on South-
cuisinary tints—chipotle rust, avocado

green, papaya gold—joyously run amok on
the walls and big, fat Corinthian columns.

Through the soaring kitchen window,
you watch Flay and team in full fren-
y, sprinkling confetti of red pepper and
bright green chive, scattering matchsticks
of jicama—working from a_palette of
tastes adventurous caters have fallen in
love with: smoked chilis, the citric edge of
tomatillo and lime, the blast of pepper
heat cooled by pincapple, mango, and pa-
paya, the odd soapiness of cilantro (which
T hated up to the moment I became addic
ed). The heat is held in checl (perhaps too
much for jalaperophiles) so as not to

chorus of flavors.

Spectacular whil and-roasted-to-

mato soup, garli nion-sweet,

and chips tingle
le—it all sounds wonderful. .

with anchorcﬁli dust.

has a slow-moving peppery afterkick.
Lemony sea scallops shimmer on triangles
of crisp fried tortilla besi ado-corn
ed garlic lurks in a forest of
fri h chorizo and Asiago cheese. For
my taste, blue cornmeal makes to0 rough
a coat for salmon cakes, which might be
moister, though I'm wild for the pineap-
illo salsa. And the corn dust
Pdds a nice crunch to the good house-
ed rolls and, at lunchtime, heroe:
Grilled tuna tops a crisp tostada with avo-
cado vinaigrette and black-bean-and-man-
Moist grilled quail nests beside a
gle of greens with roasted beets and
barbecued red onion in poblano
vinaigrette.
tmpy shrimp mar a shrimp-and-
white-bean taco, and the noontime pasta
is dull, but the intense perfumes of the
shellfish posole are so intoxicating, the
plump scallops so perfect, you won't ‘mind
a boring sea critter Or two.
Fries and chips tingle with ancho-chili
It all sounds wonderful—cilantro
sto, baked sweet potato in tamale or
how to decide between adobo-
pork chops and loin lamb chops
and grilled swordfish? At dinner, the
steak is tender and zesty with good flavor.
At lunch, calmer, quieter, the special
marinated-pork-tenderloin sandwich with
herb-flecked aioli is a winner, but a burger
is toughened by overhandling
The wine list is short and unabashedly
patriotic, reasonable too: a fruity T
Sauvignon blanc, a good New Paltz Mer-
Jot, and bottles that may have made it for
the poetry—Wild Horse, Pheasant Ridge.
stry chef Wayne Brachman's raspberry
cup custard, with its crackle top and gra-
ham foundation, is fabulous. Save room
for apple-pecan pan dowdy with melting
it chapeaus and puffed-up raisins so
you'll think they are plums
T soking for a great $50 dinner? This i
it, three courses, wine, tax, and tip includ-
ed. On a budget? Do what most Mesa
Grill customers do—share an appetizer,
split dessert,sip a beer. And get your bro-
\or to buy futures in chilis and cilantro.
Mesa Grill, 102 Fifth Avenue, near 15th
Street (807-7400). Lunch, Monday
Uhrough Friday noon to 2:15 p.m.; dinner,
Monday through Thursday 5:30 to 10:30
p.m., Fridays and Saturdays till 11 p.m
AE, MC, V. -
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