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When I woke up, I was upside down.

It was New Year’s Eve, 2007, and, to mark the occasion, I had spent the past twelve hours with my lips glued to a bottle. On my drive home, I blinked and next thing I knew, my Nissan Altima was in midair, and then the ceiling was the floor. Everyone’s journey to health takes a different route. That car crash wasn’t even the turning point of mine. Still, here I am.

I was the first in my family to be born in America. Five years before, my parents moved from Port-au-Prince to Brooklyn, and into a new world full of high-rises, underground trains, and frozen water that fell from the sky.

Even though we lived far from Haiti, our world was, for the most part, Haitian. When I was born, we moved to Queens and our neighborhood, way past the last stop on the E train, was full of people from lakay—Haitian Creole for “home.” Our house was a hub of roving relatives, a blur of grandparents, aunts, uncles, cousins, and cousins of cousins coming and going from back home. And thank goodness, because the constant stream of family minded me and my sister while my mom and dad juggled multiple jobs and school. On weekends, we ping-ponged between friends and relatives in our neighborhood as well as Haitian enclaves in Brooklyn and New Jersey, attending endless church services, communions, and, more to my taste, meals.

Each woman in my family—every tante (auntie) and each mémère (grandma)—had a fragrance. When I saw Tante Cecile, I swear I could smell her diri ak pwa, a fluffy rice-and-bean pilaf scented with garlic and clove, even when we weren’t at her tiny Queens walk-up. When I think of Mémère Mane, my father’s mother, I can smell her poul nan sòs: chicken legs marinated in Scotch bonnet chiles, thyme, and citrus and then stewed with tomato and peppers. It’s as vivid as the sound of her broken English and the feel of her soft cheeks.

My mother smells like Sundays. When we’d get home from Mass each week, she’d always have a lavish spread awaiting us. As my mother decked out the table with various pots and platters, we’d snack on patties—buttery, flaky dough with fiery fillings like spicy beef and salt cod—my father had purchased from Madame George, a friend who ran the nearby Haitian bakery, knowing that soon, the proper meal would begin. My mother would grate and fry taro root to make craggy, golden brown fritters, slipping in slivers of Scotch bonnets to set our tongues aflame, and simmer rice with scallions, garlic, and thyme for pilaf that was tinted black from the addition of djon-djon mushrooms smuggled from Port-au-Prince. There would be legumes of all sorts—red and black and white beans, as well as split peas; makawoni au graten, a delightfully rich macaroni baked with evaporated milk, mayonnaise, and Kraft-brand Parmesan; fried green plantains and griyo, chunks of pork shoulder marinated with citrus, stewed until tender, then roasted until crispy and fatty and irresistible; and of course, to enliven each bite, there was a jar of pikliz, Haiti’s condiment of choice, a fiercely tart and spicy jumble of pickled cabbage, carrots, shallots, and lots of Scotch bonnets.

Of course, we occasionally embraced the exotic cuisine of our adopted home as well. We dabbled in Spam and mayo-slathered Wonder Bread, bowls of Hamburger Helper, takeout containers of beef and broccoli, and Betty Crocker cake mixes enriched with extra eggs, freshly grated cinnamon, and Haitian vanilla.

When I was four, my parents sent me to Haiti to live with my maternal grandparents. They wanted a good life in America for me and my sister, who was just one at the time. To provide it, they needed to make enough money—my mom as a hospital microbiologist, my dad as a hospital chemist—to gain a foothold. To earn it, they needed me out of their hair. They also wanted me to experience their home country, which was not technically mine.

I remember my time there in snatches. The air, thick and hot. The tidy single-story house with a big porch. The heavy wood door and its rusty iron key. Whacking skinny, bumpy pods from the branches of zanmann trees, ripping away the flesh with our fingers, and cracking the seed between two rocks to extract the tender tropical almond inside. Yanking Scotch bonnets from the overgrown plants in the yard with my cousin Frederick and competing over who could endure the biggest bite. Running to my grandfather’s sewing table to scour the pain from our tongues with the scraps of fabric on the floor.

Once we returned to New York, visits from relatives brought a new kind of excitement. When Tante Michou came to comb Manhattan’s Garment District to stock her clothing store in Port-au-Prince or Tante Mona came to visit her sons in college, they brought suitcases overflowing with bags of cashew brittle and condensed-milk fudge and cassava crackers, jars of guava jelly and spicy peanut butter and pikliz, all straight from the source, and our mouths watered in a way they hadn’t before. When I was older, bottles of Haitian rum provided a peculiar thrill. But we will get to that.



I was a latecomer to the cooking game. By the time I went to culinary school, I had already been a pre-med student at NYU, a failed attempt to follow in my parents’ footsteps, and studied wildlife biology at the University of Montana, in Missoula. All I had to show for it was the knowledge that I didn’t want to do either. Well, that and a newfound commitment to recreational drug use. In high school, my first dalliance with alcohol—40s of Olde English snuck into a Manhattan movie theater for a showing of New Jack City—produced an electrifying sense of lightness, a bodily freedom I had never felt before. I chased that freedom for years, sneaking slugs of my parents’ Barbancourt straight from the bottle after they had gone to bed, then graduating to smoking weed and dropping acid to snorting ketamine, small-town meth, and cocaine and cocaine and cocaine.

These were still the good times. In Missoula, I managed to do decently in school, juggle two restaurant jobs, and hang with my crew of townies and kids from the coasts who bonded over partying. This was the mid-’9os, so we rented out warehouses and commandeered commuter train cars in our platform Pumas, JNCO Jeans, and Polo visors for raves fueled by Techno and ecstasy. When I wasn’t high, I was cooking. At first, I cooked with my roommate, Dave, in the tiny bungalow we rented, feeding ourselves for the first time with scrambled eggs and treating the inevitable comedowns with fettuccine Alfredo, scalloped potatoes, and heaps of other cheap, fatty carbs. Later, once I realized that making food and feeding others gave me pleasure, I cooked at a bookstore slash vegetarian deli called Freddy’s Feed and Read, where a patient, gracious Dead Head named Celeste taught me to make glossy, colorful pasta salads and sandwiches. I delighted in building them, meticulously stacking tempeh and sauerkraut, spreading pesto or sun-dried tomato mayo to the very edges of sprouted grain bread. I also worked at the Hob Nob, a cafe in town where the chef, Charles, saw potential in my dishwashing and prep skills, letting me griddle veggie burgers during lulls in service. The key, I learned, was to get the patties of ground chickpeas and rice perfectly crisp on the outside before dosing them with Brie. He suggested I consider culinary school.

Endlessly supportive, my parents agreed to help, as long as I cobbled together enough credits for a degree from U of M. Once I did, I set off for the Culinary Institute of America. There, for the first time, I inhaled my classes. I watched Chef Tonelli tournée turnips. I furiously scribbled notes as Chef Brunet made French onion soup. For my exams, I obsessed over the evenness of my carrot dice, the clarity of my consommé, and the amount of saffron in my risotto alla Milanese.

Still, I kept partying. I giggled through a lesson on making cedar-planked salmon with blueberry sauce, still loopy from an acid trip the night before. I did well enough in my program that I was asked to speak at graduation, and I did, stammering and sweating through an intense hangover. Yet from a distance, I was thriving, my habit like the bubbles in a barely simmering stock—visible only to those close enough to see.

When I graduated, I lucked out and got a job working for Jean-Georges Vongerichten at his four-star flagship, Jean-Georges. I spent almost seven years absorbing his deft reimagining of French food. He blazed the Asian-fusion trail, helping to ignite a movement whose effects we see on the tables of virtually every exciting restaurant to open in the past two decades. Shallots, rosemary, and peppercorns shared plates with mango, ginger, and chile. Instead of butter and demi-glace, he deployed vegetable juices and herb oils. His goal was redefining flavor, not making healthy food, yet the two often went hand in hand. His food felt light and vibrant, and the entire culinary world took notice.

[image: image]

As you’ve probably guessed by now, when I like something, I go hard. I quickly climbed the ranks in the kitchen, in just five years going from line cook to sous chef to chef de cuisine. At twenty-nine, I was running Jean-Georges’s modern Chinese restaurant, 66, creating dishes and menus for one of the best chefs in the world. But as my career accelerated, so did my habit. Cooking and drugs provided a similar thrill because they were both a tightrope walk—at the end was elation, but below were flames and failure in the kitchen and death in the bottle or bag.

In these pursuits, I had comrades, a crew of cooks who shared my work-hard-play-hard priorities. In the City That Never Sleeps, we barely slept. After work, we drank until the clubs got popping, around 2 a.m. At Twilo, Pacha, and Cielo, powders and pills had us dancing through the night and, if we had the next day off, into the morning and afternoon. After-parties led to after-after-parties, and I’d often wake up, sick and disoriented, at a friend’s place deep in Harlem or Brooklyn or on the F train in Coney Island, even though I lived in a windowless basement apartment in Queens. Then, that evening, we’d all reunite in the kitchen, comparing war wounds and then busting ass to make caper-raisin emulsion and float frog legs in young garlic soup.

These were good times, too, until they weren’t. When the balance tipped, my life sped up, like all trips downhill. I started hanging with a crew who went as hard as I did. Soon I was drinking at work and freebasing at night. Inevitably, I got fired. I did stints at various shitty restaurants around town until a friend insisted I try rehab. But I drank during my outpatient program. My best friend took back his apartment keys. Seeking change or escape, I moved to San Diego and joined a gym. I would stop drinking for weeks, in an attempt to keep the demons at bay and to keep them secret from my new community, only to relapse spectacularly, as I did on that fateful New Year’s Eve, when after twelve hours of drinking I decided to drive home. Somehow, I escaped the shell of bent metal and broken glass with just a small scratch above my left eye. I was lucky that I spent the night in jail and not the ICU.

In a movie about an addict, this would be the moment everything changed, when the protagonist checks himself into rehab and emerges a new man. But this isn’t a movie. A couple of weeks later, I was blackout drunk again. Six months after that, I was back on cocaine. It took another year for me to quit drinking and doing drugs. There was no new humiliation or accident or tearful conversation with a friend. I’d already had so many of those. Instead, it was a day like any other. I met my friend Richard, himself an alcoholic in recovery, in an Ikea parking lot to go shopping. It was 8 a.m. He was starting his day and, thanks to plenty of cocaine, I hadn’t yet finished the one before. We talked, we shopped, and then I said it for the first time: I needed help. I was ready for a change.

A few days later, at his suggestion, I walked into my first AA meeting. I introduced myself as an alcoholic and addict, my voice breaking from the weight of hearing myself say those words aloud for the first time. With the support of my family, friends, and AA, I’ve been sober for 4,416 days. But hey, who’s counting?

MY JOURNEY TO MODERN HEALTH

When I finally got sober, I took stock of the years I’d spent battering my body and decided on a revolutionary course of action—to care for it instead. If I’m honest, though, I also needed to fill the time I had been spending on less wholesome stuff. And like I once did with partying, I went all in. I did yoga, I became a gym rat, I got way into CrossFit, and I ran. I had tried running once before, when I was staying with my parents during that unsuccessful stint in outpatient rehab. I would make it two miles, then hobble home in extreme pain. Now I ran after my shifts in the kitchen, I ran during the hours when I would have been drunk and high, I ran until I had done fifty marathons and ultramarathons, including two fifty-mile races, several of which were up mountains. They say getting sober can feel like climbing a mountain. And here I was, literally bounding up to the summit.

I also changed my diet. At the time, CrossFit training went hand in hand with a regimen called the Paleo diet. My coach suggested I try it. As you’ve probably heard, going Paleo essentially means eating how humans supposedly did during the Paleolithic era, when we were hunters and gatherers and before agriculture emerged. On the table are lean meats and wild fish, vegetables and fruits, nuts and seeds. Off-limits were grains, legumes, dairy, and anything processed, foods that modern methods enabled us to consume readily and in abundance but not always in a form that worked for our bodies.

This wouldn’t be my first time changing the way I ate. While in college, a documentary on factory farming and an Easter ham that struck me as a little too pink turned me vegetarian for the four years I was there. After a drunken carnivorous relapse during graduation—I accidentally ate a chicken burrito—I magically turned back into an omnivore, just in time for culinary school, where many lessons required tasting duck, short ribs, veal stock, and bacon, and I was ravenous to learn. In other words, sure, if my coach wanted me to go Paleo, I’d ditch my Clif Bars and move that block of cheddar to the freezer. But I didn’t expect I’d last.

Yet as I purged my fridge and pantry according to the Paleo dictates, I felt good about what went and what stayed. Everything highly processed went, and with it, preservatives, nitrates, food coloring, and other additives as well as a lot of grains and soy and refined sugars. I wasn’t eager to get rid of the dairy, which is why I stowed the cheddar, but when I looked at the balance of all that milk, butter, cheese, and yogurt, I realized I’d be better off without the bad cholesterol and glut of saturated fat.

As I dug into this new lifestyle, I liked what I was eating. I also liked how I felt. For a while, I was Paleo except during the monthslong run-up to a race, when I carbo-loaded with the best of them, leaning on gluten in the process. At some point, I decided I felt so good without gluten that I committed to try running my next race fueled by sweet potatoes and beets and protein-sourced fat. It worked.

I’m not a doctor or a nutritionist, so I’ll leave to the professionals any discussion of the anti-nutrient properties of the phytic acid in legumes and the impact of gluten on the immune system. But I can say that going Paleo made me question a notion that had long guided my eating: If something came from nature, it must be good for you. I realized this wasn’t always true. And this made me change the way I ate. Dairy wasn’t the devil, but its mostly saturated fats weren’t as good for you as those mono- and polyunsaturated fats found in nuts and seeds. Soybeans and canola seeds, avocados and olives all grow from the ground, but only the latter two are truly nourishing and turned into oil by processes that retain that nourishment. No vegetables and fruits were off-limits, but I started to focus more on the dark, sexy, nutrient-dense ones—beets, carrots, sweet potatoes, and leafy greens.

While it was Paleo that started me down this path, this way of eating is at the core of so many of the best eating regimens, old and new, from the Mediterranean Diet to Whole3o: whole, natural foods, plenty of good fats, nutrient-rich carbs, and meat and seafood raised and harvested by thoughtful farmers and fishers. It’s a durable consensus that I like to think of as modern health—not a crash diet but a sustainable lifestyle, not a calorie-counting scheme that equates skinny with healthy but a way of eating that has the health of your body in mind. It’s about curtailing the bad stuff and going all in on the good.

I still eat Paleo, more or less. I’m not Draconian about it. I can’t pass up my mom’s rice and beans (that and her chicken in creole sauce would be my pick for my last supper). I occasionally add corn to my summer salads, because those sweet kernels, just kissed with char from the grill, are so good. And while for true believers, the only Paleo desserts are fresh fruit, I have fun with sweets that are gluten, grain, and refined-sugar free (though I promise you, they don’t taste like it).

But ever since I changed my diet, I often pay the price when I deviate. Buttered rice at a friend’s wedding had me writhing on the floor in a back room. A pizza from the hyped-up place in town made me look and feel like I had swallowed a volleyball. These are clear signs that those foods aren’t good for me. And that’s why I stick to foods that are.

Of course, some experiences are worth a little pain. When I’m traveling, I can’t not have bites of buttery tortelli in Tuscany, sample chewy ramen in Tokyo, or nibble my way through half the case at a Parisian patisserie. The experience of learning and tasting food, particularly at its culinary source, is too important for me, as a chef, to renounce altogether. So is accepting the gesture of hospitality feeding people embodies. To turn down homemade tortillas offered by friends in Mexico City or the rice porridge served by a host in Vietnam would bring another sort of pain.

Then, when I return from those trips, exhilarated and inspired, I make my own accommodations, re-creating the flavors I love with the ingredients I choose. I want it all—to feel good, to eat well. And I want the same for everyone.

EVERYONE’S TABLE

The recipes you’ll find in this book reflect the food I cook for friends and for myself.

Unless I told you, you probably wouldn’t notice that all two hundred recipes are free of gluten, dairy, soy, refined sugar, and legumes. You wouldn’t notice that I made them Paleo-friendly, and even more important, that I designed them to focus on superfoods—ingredients with the highest nutrient density; the best fats; and the most minerals, vitamins, and antioxidants. You wouldn’t notice, and that’s the point. All you’d see is food you want to make. That’s one reason I call this book Everyone’s Table. I want everyone to be able to eat great food.

While my home city of Portland, Oregon, might be the butt of jokes for its famously fastidious diners—yes, that was me on that Portlandia episode!—it’s far from the epicenter of “dietary distinctions,” as we call them around here. Millions of Americans adhere to some health-related eating program. They’re bloated by beans and suspicious of soy. They’re intolerant of gluten and lactose, or they’re simply avoiding pasta, bread, butter, and cheese in an effort to slim down or feel better. And you can serve all of them the food in this book. The gluten-free moms and dairy-free dads and the Paleo friends and pizza-loving, pasta-praising ones, too.

Another reason I call the book Everyone’s Table is that the recipes feature an entire world of flavor and ingredients. For me, food has always been about connection—the stews in my mom’s pot, the spices ferried to Queens by my aunts and cousins, the first grilled fish I ate on a Haitian beach all brought me closer to the place I’m from but didn’t really know. This became particularly apparent after I got sober, when I had the mental space and time to explore the idea. As I started to travel, every revelatory curry and clafoutis drew me toward an understanding: that there are stories behind everything delicious, and while they can be joyous and inspiring, they can also be tragic and violent. The truth is, brutal colonialism forged the global cuisine we love. Slavery and indentured servitude forced so much culinary fusion. In Haiti, to name just one example, Spanish invaders brought disease that nearly killed the entire native population. From the ashes, a new cuisine emerged, shaped by the Spanish colonizers and later those from France, and by the enslaved Africans who overthrew their masters and made Haiti the first country to abolish the immoral practice. Cooking the food of Haiti connects me not just to my family but to my ancestors, to the complicated history behind the food on my table. When I cook food from cultures other than my own, I hope to deepen my connection to other people, but this only works if we embrace the good and confront the bad.

Today, my cooking reflects a pidgin cuisine informed by the cuisines I love and featuring the flavors I crave. You’ll taste the bright acidity and chile-forward dishes inspired both by my Haitian upbringing and my deep affection for Southeast Asian food. You’ll enjoy the deep, complex character wrought by unhurried cooking—from the French approach of my formal culinary education, as well as the equally worthy but often slighted techniques from North Africa, Asia, and the Caribbean—balanced by the practical considerations of a busy, normal life.

My hope is for this book to be front and center in your kitchen for a long time. To that end, it aims to be rather comprehensive. It contains close to two hundred recipes, organized into what I think are useful categories. There are, for example, vegetable dishes galore—cold, room temp, and warm, each recipe bringing a dressing, easy pickle, or unexpected cooking technique that will become part of your repertoire and up your vegetable game. There are chapters devoted to my favorite animal proteins: birds; meats; seafood; and even eggs, one of the most economical, quick-cooking, and healthiest protein sources out there. There is one on morning meals; another on drinks, from zero-proof coolers and shrubs to compelling, nutrient-packed smoothies; and of course, desserts, which are healthier thanks to delicious alternative milks and flours and minimally processed sugars but with no sacrifice of the indulgent flavors and textures we all long for. And there are sauces, oils, dressings, fermentations, and condiments that I hope will find their way into your pantry, enlivening your everyday cooking whether you choose to cook through this entire book, my dream of dreams, or not.




How to Use This Book
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Like the recipes in most cookbooks, mine, too, require a little extra information to explain why they are the way they are. Read on to find out why you’ll see maple syrup and honey and palm sugar and coconut sugar, but not brown and white sugar or agave. Why there’s no canola or grapeseed oil, just avocado, olive, and coconut oil. You’ll also find my guidance for buying and deploying ingredients that might not be familiar to everyone, as well as my take on selecting meat and seafood, so you can be sure the dishes you make are good for you and good for the world—and also really good to eat.

I hope you’ll follow my lead and make certain pantry items, like harissa and red curry paste and preserved lemons and cashew butter, even though store-bought options abound. If you don’t, buy the best-quality products you can find that are made without preservatives, inscrutable additives, added sugars, and unhealthy oils.

It deserves note that most ingredients in this book can be purchased from well-stocked natural supermarkets like Whole Foods. The balance can be found at Latin markets, Caribbean markets, and Asian markets, particularly those with a Southeast Asian focus. Ingredients here tend to be less expensive as well, so they’re great places to stock up. And of course, you can order practically anything online.

EQUIPMENT

I tried to limit the various pots, pans, baking dishes, and gadgets to those that are relatively standard in a well-stocked kitchen. There are a few inexpensive specialized tools, though, that you may not have that do deserve your attention. A mandoline, a tool common in professional kitchens but not so much at home, allows you to quickly and evenly cut vegetables and fruits. (But please watch those fingers!) A Microplane grater makes it easy to zest citrus and grate cinnamon. A kitchen scale is helpful for any recipe, but essential for making my ice creams and especially useful for ingredients that are best measured by weight, such as chocolate and palm sugar.

A spice grinder (a brand new coffee grinder or high-wattage blender works, too) grinds whole spices with the touch of a button. One of my goals for this book is to convince home cooks to use vibrant whole spices, not stale pre-ground powders (see here).

A mortar and pestle is also great for pulverizing small amounts of spices and bruising and pounding aromatics. It’s also the instrument preferred by many cooks in Thailand and throughout Southeast Asia for making curry pastes, in Mexico for making certain salsas and sauces, and in Haiti for Epis. I admit to choosing a blender shortcut, both in this book and when time is limited at home. Every recipe in this book that requires a blender works with a standard-issue machine. That said, your life gets easier (and if you ask me, more delicious) with a high-wattage blender (1,000-plus), so consider splurging.

SALT

With its near magical power to enhance flavor, salt is the most important tool in your culinary arsenal. It makes food taste more like its best self. How you use salt is at least as important as what type you use. I start seasoning my food at the beginning of the cooking process, so each component reaps its effect and those components taste that much better, building on one another. A braise made with unsalted sweated onions, for example, might have a well-flavored liquid, but the onions will lack the savory sweetness and roundness that a liberal sprinkle of salt brings out and the dish will be worse for it, a missed opportunity from the jump that lowers its trajectory. I even salt aromatics, like garlic, ginger, and chile, to amplify them early so they flavor the fat they are cooking in, which then flavors the dish.

I also use salt to mellow raw garlic and onions; to draw out liquid before pickling and fermenting; and to season meat, giving it time to penetrate the flesh and break down proteins and muscle fibers so that the meat tastes better and is more tender.

When you season fish and meat, keep in mind that evenly seasoning a fillet or steak isn’t always best. You must consider the ratio of the surface, which gets direct seasoning, to the interior, which does not. So as you sprinkle on a piece of salmon or skirt steak, go a bit heavier on the thicker portions and lighter on the thinner portions so each bite has more or less the same saltiness.

The amounts of salt provided in this book come as specific measurements, not pinches. You also might notice that there are no instances of the typical “season to taste” advice. That’s not because you shouldn’t always season to your own taste (some of us enjoy foods more seasoned than others do and some of us have good reasons to reduce our salt intake). My goal, however, is for readers to make food that tastes the way I intend it to—fully seasoned and at its best. The surest way to achieve that and achieve it consistently is, as my mentors taught me, to measure, measure, measure.

Flaky Sea Salt

I prefer flaky sea salt for finishing, gently crumbling on the flakes just before serving, and for seasoning really fresh things, like raw vegetables and fruits. The flakes have a lovely light crunch and, since the process by which they’re made leaves them more or less free of trace mineral content, a bold, clean salty taste. I love the stuff from Jacobsen Salt Co., hand-harvested from Netarts Bay, about fifty miles due west of Portland. It tastes bright and brisk and oceanic. The Maldon brand is good, too.

Kosher Salt

It’s familiar enough, but deserves mention here, because the kosher salt amounts in this book were measured using the Diamond Crystal brand. The grains are larger, so they feel good when you grab them, and they’re hollow, which means they’re less salty than the same amount of Morton, the other common brand, and therefore a bit more forgiving. If you do use Morton for the recipes in this book, take care to use about half the amount I call for.

And while I like and use kosher salt in my kitchen, I also love and use fine sea salt, which is made by the same process as flaky sea salt but is closer to the size and shape of kosher salt. If you use fine sea salt for the recipes in this book, use one third less than the amount I call for—that is, for every 1 tablespoon of kosher salt, use 2 teaspoons of fine sea salt.

OILS

We know some cooking fats are better than others and the recipes in this book reflect that truth. I call for avocado oil, which has a relatively neutral flavor and responds well to high heat, as well as several other oils that I choose for the flavors they offer—olive, coconut, and toasted sesame, to name a few. You won’t, however, see any canola, soybean, grapeseed, or blended “vegetable oil.” In general, they have a low-nutrient content—because of the particular ingredient from which they’re made, the process used to make them, or both—and some are extracted using toxic chemical solvents. Some produce harmful substances when subjected to high heat. Fortunately, there are better choices.

Avocado Oil

This is my pick for high-heat cooking—searing steaks, crisping fish skin, and grilling—as well as for any dressings, flavored oils, or cold preparations that call for a fat with a relatively neutral flavor that lets other flavors shine. Like olive oil, it’s stable when subjected to heat, but avocado oil has an even higher smoke point. Also like olive oil, avocado oil is one of the least processed oils, in part because its extraction is easy—it’s pressed from the fruit’s oil-rich flesh, not the seeds.

Look for avocado oil that’s “unrefined” and “extra virgin,” the two designations that are regulated. (Other claims like “raw” and “cold pressed” aren’t, so take them with a grain of sea salt.) Extra-virgin indicates that the oil is extracted without nutrition-sapping heat and unrefined assures you that the extracted oil isn’t then treated with chemicals to bleach or deodorize it. In extra-virgin, unrefined oil, the color, flavor, and nutrient content are preserved, including its very good fat—the monounsaturated oleic acid.

Avocado oil is typically more expensive than grapeseed, canola, and other neutral oils, so this is an especially good product to buy in bulk.

Coconut Oil

You’ll find two main kinds of coconut oil in stores: unrefined (often referred to as virgin) and refined. I prefer the former, which is made from cold-pressed fresh coconuts, has a lower smoke point (350°F), and retains the fruit’s warm tropical flavor and aroma. (Refined coconut oil is made from steam-processed dried coconuts and has a higher smoke point and a more neutral flavor.)

Coconut oil is great anytime this flavor is welcome, whether for a vegetable sauté or curry. It’s wonderful for baking—while it can’t quite stand in for butter, in part because of its low melting point, it does give baked goods great body and a lovely fragrance. It compares favorably to animal fats like butter (but not to olive oil) in its effect on cardiovascular health.

For baking recipes, I call for it to be melted, or used in its liquid form. Its low melting point (78°F) means this doesn’t necessarily require a pan or microwave. Just let it hang out in a warm place.

Olive Oil

Extra-virgin olive oil is my go-to for everyday cooking—for sautéing, panfrying, roasting meat and fish, dressing salads, and other preparations that require relatively low heat and benefit from the oil’s fruity, grassy, peppery flavor. It’s also a great finishing oil, and I even love how its fruitiness vibes with some Asian flavors, something I picked up from Jean-Georges Vongerichten.

Made from unprocessed, cold-treated olives, extra-virgin olive oil is high in antioxidants, and because it has lots of monounsaturated (aka good) fats, too, the oil is stable at relatively high heat. It not only retains its nutritional value when exposed to heat better than other oils, such as sunflower oil, but its low polyunsaturated fat content makes it resistant to the heat-induced damage that can produce harmful compounds. At home I keep two types on hand—a mild, inexpensive olive oil for cooking and another bolder-flavored, sometimes splurgy oil for finishing.

Toasted Sesame Oil

Not to be confused with plain sesame oil, this is the oil pressed from toasted sesame seeds. While plain sesame oil is neutral in flavor and has a high smoke point, toasted sesame oil has a rather bold, nutty complexity and shouldn’t be heated for an extended period of time, because it can take on a burnt flavor. I generally treat it as a finishing oil or use it in dressings, though I also occasionally add it toward the end of the cooking process—to an already reduced sauce or during the final tossings of a sauté. I use it primarily for its exceptional flavor, but it doesn’t hurt that it’s minimally processed and high in antioxidants and unsaturated fats.

SPICES

I’m a big believer in buying whole spices. Switching from the powdered stuff—don’t get me started on pre-ground cinnamon!—will instantly make the food you cook taste better. Once spices are ground, the clock on their flavor and fragrance starts ticking, as their volatile oils escape and degrade. And when you buy them from the supermarket, who knows how long ago that was. The best way to control that clock is to start it yourself.

For the most part, recipes in this book call for toasting whole spices in a dry skillet to release those oils (a move that would burn pre-ground spices), invigorating the spices’ flavor and delighting the cook and anyone who passes the stove. After they’re toasted, let them cool slightly and grind them in an inexpensive spice grinder. I like to grind a little more than I need for a dish, so I’ve got some handy for the next few days. Occasionally, to create a brighter flavor, I bloom spices in hot oil. This can be done with both whole and ground spices, though, again, if the spices are freshly ground, your food will be better for it.

Ground or whole, spices should be stored in an airtight container away from heat, light, and moisture. Whole spices keep far longer. Still, the sooner you use them, the more vibrant they’ll be.

CHILES

Born in the Americas, chiles have made their way around the globe, ingratiating themselves with cooks in Thailand and Spain, the Caribbean and Korea, and Ethiopia and Ghana and becoming a vital part of the world’s cuisines. The heat provided by these diverse little fruits comes from the capsaicin contained in their flesh and concentrated in their veins. The compound, technically an irritant but actually a delight, brings a new dimension to food—if umami is the fifth taste (see here), then to me, heat is the sixth. This heat awakens the palate, stimulates the appetite, and literally makes your mouth water. It increases body heat, boosting blood circulation, lowering blood sugar, and making you sweat, thus ultimately cooling you off.

I use chiles in so much of my food—raw and roasted, simmered and sautéed—whether it’s to provide a small spark or set a raging fire. In my recipes, you’ll find chiles where you’d expect to, like in Thai soups, Jamaican jerk, and Mexican mole, and also where you might not, like in clam chowder, pineapple smoothies, and chocolate desserts. Chiles, of course, provide more than just heat. They have a vast array of flavors—from grassy serrano chiles and fruity Scotch bonnets to nutty chiles de arbol and smoky gochugaru.

Of course, everyone has different tolerance for the heat of chiles, so if you’re particularly sensitive, feel free to use less than I call for.

Dried Chiles

Ancho Chiles: These are dried ripe poblano chiles, and like their fresh counterparts, they’re fleshy, earthy in flavor, and mild in heat. Yet they also take on a slightly smoky quality and dried-fruit sweetness.



Chipotle Chiles: Chipotles are ripe jalapeño chiles that have been dried and smoked. In this book, I call for the small reddish-purple variety most popular in the United States, known as chipotle morita, not the larger tan chipotle meco. Not that both aren’t lovely—sweet and fiery with a bold smokiness.



Gochugaru: Ground from deseeded sun-dried Korean chiles called gochu, the flakes of gochugaru are spicy, smoky, and slightly sweet—a must for making red kimchi and a delicious way to step up your chile game.



Guajillo Chiles: Slightly hotter than pasillas and anchos, guajillos are dried marisol chiles and bring a bright acidity that balances their sweet, fruity flavor.



Pasilla Chiles: The dried version of chilaca chiles, pasillas are mild in heat, earthy, and raisin-y (their name means “little raisin”), but without the sweetness.



Small Dried Red Chiles: Many recipes call for these, and you’ve got options that provide the bold, sharp heat you’re after. You can use chiles de arbol, which have a nutty, slightly acidic flavor. You can use dried Thai chiles, which taste slightly smoky and have an especially high heat level. Or Tianjin chiles, often called Chinese chiles, which have a slightly musty, smoky quality. Whichever I pick, I typically crumble them between my fingers before using.

Occasionally, I offer red chile flakes as an option when their straightforward heat fits the bill.

Fresh Chiles

Fresno Chiles: These sweet, slightly fruity red chiles have a vibrant heat that’s a bit milder than jalapeños. Red (ripe) jalapeños make a fine substitute.



Scotch Bonnet and Habanero Chiles: These two cousins share a lantern shape, fruity flavor, and fiery heat. While they’re essentially interchangeable for the purposes of this book, they each have their own distinct character. Habanero chiles are more widely available in the United States, but Scotch bonnets are worth seeking out, particularly for the Caribbean- and African-inspired dishes, which were designed with their slightly sweet, especially fruity quality in mind. Any color—orange, green, red—will do. Buy extra—they freeze well.



Serrano and Jalapeño Chiles: These two chiles, popular with Mexican cooks, have a similar bright, grassy flavor and heat, with the slimmer serranos delivering a bit more fire.



Thai Chiles: Also called bird or bird’s eye chiles, these chiles are small and slim, 2 to 3 inches long and about ¼ inch wide and can be found at Chinese and Southeast Asian markets and, relatively recently, supermarkets like Whole Foods. They’re nearly as fiery as habaneros and Scotch bonnets, with a direct heat and sharp flavor. Red (ripe) chiles are a bit sweeter and fruitier, while green (unripe) ones are grassier. For this book, the two can be used interchangeably. Like habaneros and Scotch bonnets, they also freeze well.



Yuzu Kosho: This fermented product, a specialty of Kyushu, Japan, is a coarse paste made from salt, fresh chiles, and yuzu, an especially fragrant variety of citrus popular in Japan. It comes in two varieties, red and green, depending on the color (that is, the ripeness) of the chiles used. Often sold in small, narrow jars, it’s potent stuff: salty, spicy, and highly aromatic from the citrus zest.

HERBS

Fresh herbs figure heavily in my recipes because they’re integral to the cuisines that inspire me—the thyme and parsley in Haitian stews and marinades; the cilantro, mint, and dill in Southeast Asian soups and salads. I use them exclusively for flavor, though I take comfort in their polyphenol content, plant compounds with potent antioxidant and anti-inflammatory effects.

I often leave tender herbs unchopped, simply tearing mint and basil leaves in half if they’re large and plucking cilantro, dill, and parsley into small sprigs (pluches is what I learned to call them in fancy French kitchens), because their tender stems have flavor, too, not just the leaves. Their delicate flavor is best preserved by sparing these herbs from heat, so I often add them at the last moments of cooking or to finish a dish before serving. I don’t treat them as garnish, though. They’re stars in their own right, whether they’re used judiciously—a little cilantro delivering flashes of brightness between bites of dark gingery glazed chicken—or liberally, in handfuls, for an explosion of freshness and herbaceousness.

Woodsy, hardier herbs like rosemary, oregano, and thyme can be used for finishing a dish as well, though their stronger flavor does oblige restraint. They’re especially welcome in roasts, soups, and stews and take well to drying, retaining their essence better than delicate herbs. To substitute dried for fresh, use about half the amount called for and cook them thoroughly, so they have a chance to infuse their flavor into liquids and fats.

Makrut Lime Leaves

If you’re unfamiliar, it’s time to get familiar, because the glossy, deep-green leaves of the makrut lime tree are remarkable. Primarily used in Southeast Asian cooking, they have a bold, intoxicating aroma that is citrus distilled, the essence of lime without the mild bitterness or acidity that we associate with limes and lemons. With the center ribs removed, the leaves flavor broths and curries or are very thinly sliced and added to salads.

Buy them—online or in markets with a Southeast Asian focus—and freeze any you don’t use within a few days. They freeze exceptionally well and thaw in moments. Skip the dried version, which is no substitute for fresh.

Note that these leaves were once commonly referred to by the k-word, a slur that deserves to be banished but one that still lingers on some packaging.

AROMATICS

There is a dish in this book called Eggs and Greens. It is, at its essence, what the title promises: wilted hearty greens briefly baked with eggs. But taste it and it’s so much more. It’s complex and fragrant and slightly spicy. And that’s because of a heavy dose of aromatics—ginger, garlic, and chiles sautéed in oil and seasoned with plenty of salt.

So many of the dishes I cook begin like this, with some manner of aromatics cooked in fat or simmered in liquid to release their flavors and fragrances, creating the foundations for soups, stews, sauces, and more. This might be as simple as garlic briefly toasted in olive oil or as complex as a curry paste slowly sweated in coconut fat. The aromatics infuse the fat, and that fat, which carries flavor so well, seasons the dish, ensuring those flavors reach far and wide.

For the most part, the aromatics I call for will be familiar to most readers—garlic and onions, shallots and scallions, ginger and chile. Yet a few deserve a little explanation, in case you haven’t come across or cooked with them before. They’re all, it deserves mentioning, not just good for your food but also good for your body, delivering vitamins, minerals, phytochemicals, and antioxidants.

Galangal

Sometimes referred to as Thai ginger because its appearance so closely resembles the more widely used rhizome, galangal is quite distinct. Common to Thai, Indonesian, and Malaysian cooking, it has smoother, lighter skin, a bolder flavor—more astringent and earthy, herbal and citrusy—and paler, firmer flesh than ginger. It has no substitute. Look for it fresh and frozen at markets that specialize in Southeast Asian ingredients and some major supermarkets. If you’re buying frozen, thaw before using.



Lemongrass

Native to South and Southeast Asia, lemongrass is a long, sturdy grass with a fragrant heart. Accessing it requires some trimming, but the effort pays off. Sliced or pounded, bruised or blended, the heart delivers an irreplaceable flavor and aroma, similar to lemon peel but more potent, with a hint of sweetness and gingery zing. Look for it in the produce section, often near the herbs, at supermarkets, though keep in mind that it tends to be both fresher and less expensive at Asian supermarkets.

To get the most from my lemongrass, I use as much of it as possible, trimming off just enough of the tough top and bottom and removing just enough layers of the husk as necessary. This varies slightly depending on the application—lemongrass meant to be eaten raw requires a little more trimming than lemongrass meant to be pounded or blended or dodged by your spoon, as in Thai-inspired soups. After it’s trimmed, I call for it to be bruised (whacked with the back of a knife blade, just to release some of those fragrant oils) then thinly sliced against the grain. In general, after trimming, each large stalk should yield 3 to 4 tablespoons of thinly sliced lemongrass.



Trimming Lemongrass: Cut off and discard the brittle dark-green tops and the tough nub at the bottom, about ¾-inch from the base of each stalk. Remove the tough outer layers (two should do it for lemongrass to be blended; three is more like it for lemongrass to be eaten raw) until the remaining stalk feels smooth and looks pale green. You’ll be left with approximately 5 to 6 inches of lemongrass.

[image: image]

Turmeric Root

I use this root (okay, technically, it’s a rhizome) often for the striking yellow color it imparts but also for its earthy, mustardy qualities and slightly peppery flavor. In the past, many Americans only knew turmeric in its dried, powdered form, but now that the root’s anti-inflammatory properties and status as an antioxidant powerhouse have gained traction in the United States, the fresh product has become much easier to find. Look for it in health food shops and Whole Foods, not just in South and Southeast Asian markets. In the Middle East as well as South and Southeast Asia, turmeric’s benefits have been known for centuries, and the root is used for both medicinal and culinary purposes. Studies show our bodies reap more nutrients from the fresh version than the dried. So when you find some, buy it and keep it in the fridge, where it keeps for several weeks.

FRUITS AND VEGETABLES

Most of the vegetables in this book will be familiar to you. A few may not, so I’ll tell you a bit about them here. In general, in-season produce tastes better and is less expensive than out-of-season stuff. If you can, buy local and shop at your local farmers market, both to support small-scale local agriculture and to access the most delicious stuff. That said, I tried hard to fill this book with recipes for fruits and vegetables that are readily available at supermarkets year-round, rather than leaning hard on the hyper-seasonal stuff chefs like me tend to fuss over. That’s why you won’t find morels, sugar snap peas, apriums, or spigarello. My thinking is, I want to make sure as many people cook these recipes as possible, to eat more fruits and vegetables no matter the season. When a recipe is dependent on high-season produce, I let you know. And of course, anytime you opt for top-notch ingredients, your food will be better for it.

Always wash fruits and vegetables before you cook with them, even when they have peels and skins that you ultimately discard. I say that at the risk of stating the obvious. But it deserves mention, because most cookbook recipes don’t include washing instructions. Washing is especially important in the age of boxed greens and spotless carrots, when a shopper could easily be convinced that it’s all good to go. Even these, respectively, warrant a plunge in cold water and a scrub under the spray of the faucet. This is to rinse away anything harmful, which is rare but real, and also to ensure that an awesome meal isn’t spoiled by a salad full of grit or a grubby beet.

Carrots, potatoes, and other sturdy vegetables that you’re eating unpeeled—either for ease, nutrition, looks, or all three—should be scrubbed well (with a clean brush or sponge or the back of a knife blade) to dislodge dirt, then rinsed. Leafy greens, hearty and tender, should be bathed in cold water and agitated for the same reason. Any grit should settle to the bottom, so use your hands to lift the greens from the water, leaving the unwelcome matter behind. More delicate vegetables, like mushrooms and berries, should be briefly and gently rinsed and left to dry on kitchen towels. And do dry those vegetables afterward: the greens in a salad spinner and the delicate and sturdy vegetables with kitchen towels. And do it well. Lingering water dilutes flavor, inhibits browning, and causes spatter.

Plantains

Plantains are a staple food in the tropical regions of the world, especially throughout the Caribbean, Africa, and Latin America. They’re related to the bananas we eat ripe and raw but have thicker skin and starchier, firmer flesh that must be cooked. In this book, I call for plantains in more or less four stages of ripeness: unripe, ripe, very ripe, and damn-that’s-ripe. Because identifying these stages is a bit different than assessing the ripeness of common bananas (and because I love looking at plantains), I’ve included this handy spectrum to represent each one.

You can find them at varying levels of ripeness at the supermarket and let them ripen further at home, keeping them in a paper bag to encourage them. Still, they ripen slowly—starting from unripe, they can take three weeks or more to reach the very ripe stage.
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Unripe plantains (1 and 2) range from completely green to yellow with a green hue. Properly cooking them unlocks a fantastic texture: satisfyingly starchy but not crumbly, with a mild tropical savoriness. To peel them, trim off the stem and bottom of each plantain to expose the flesh, then use the tip of a sharp knife to make three evenly spaced lengthwise cuts from one end to the other, cutting through the peel but stopping at the flesh. Remove and discard the peel. Sometimes, very green plantains need a little soak to help the peel separate from the flesh. If so, add the plantains to a large bowl, cover with cool water, and soak for 10 minutes to loosen the peel. Drain them, then pull off the peels.



Ripe plantains (3 and 4) resemble ripe bananas—they’re fully and vividly yellow, perhaps with some brown spots.



Very ripe plantains (5): Remember—black is beautiful. While you’d probably chuck a banana that was almost completely black with just a patch or two of yellow, that’s exactly what you want in order to bring out those caramel notes for sweet plantains (here).



Damn-that’s-ripe plantains (6) are fully black and slightly shriveled, perfect for Plantain Bread and mole. At this point, they can be stored in the fridge for a week or so.

Taro

Popular in Asia, Africa, Latin America, the Pacific Islands, and the Caribbean, taro is eaten for its root and its leaves. In this book, I call for the root, technically a corm, which is roundish with brown hairy-looking skin. Inside, the flesh is white with little pinkish flecks and packed with fiber, vitamins, and minerals, but is relatively low in calories. Cooked taro root is starchy, nutty, and slightly sweet. Peel away its tough skin with a sharp knife.

Yuca

Also known as cassava or manioc, yuca is a large tuberous root that resembles a long sweet potato with thick brown waxy skin. A hardy crop with lovely dense, starchy flesh, it’s a major staple throughout South America, Africa, and the Caribbean. Its starch is often extracted to make tapioca flour (see here) as well as those little pearls used in tapioca pudding and boba tea. Before cooking, carve off the brown skin as well as the thin, fibrous white layer underneath with a sharp knife.

FISH AND OTHER SEAFOOD

You’ll see plenty of seafood in this book, because it tastes great and it’s great for you—high in protein and full of vitamins, minerals, and good fats, including abundant omega-3s, which our bodies don’t produce themselves. The subject of much fanfare, omega-3s deserve every bit of it. Fish and seafood contain the most beneficial forms, known as DHA and EPA. A diet rich in these fats does so much good—it improves heart health, reduces inflammation, combats certain autoimmune diseases, and enhances brain function. Fish skin, by the way, has an especially high concentration of omega-3s, which is one of two reasons you’ll find several recipes in these pages that show you how to get that skin really crispy. (The other? It’s really delicious.)
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Your task as a consumer is to make sure the fish and seafood you buy are farmed or caught using sustainable methods—those with minimal greenhouse gas emissions and those that don’t harm the planet in other ways. That means avoiding anything that’s overfished or poorly farmed (like bluefin tuna and hamachi), caught with methods that damage habitats or other fish populations (bottom trawling and longlining, for instance), or raised via irresponsible aquaculture (many catfish and tilapia farms generate as many GHGs as operations that produce beef).

With that in mind, I chose fish and shellfish for this book—sea bass and salmon, black cod and halibut, scallops and clams, mussels and lobster—with readily available sustainable options. While both farmed and wild seafood can have low ecological impact, and all else equal, my preference is for wild, which tends to have more omega-3s than farmed. When you can, look for local options or even domestically caught seafood, because shipping fish around the globe puts its own stress on the environment.

Determining what’s sustainable requires some diligence on your part. You must buy from markets that provide information about where their fish and seafood come from and how they were caught. If the fishmonger or labeling doesn’t answer these questions, shop somewhere else. Look for the blue MSC (Marine Stewardship Council) label when you shop, which indicates seafood is harvested in a way that minimally impacts the species and environment, or download the Monterey Bay Aquarium’s Seafood Watch app.

And finally, note that a few recipes call for tuna (sustainable yellowfin or albacore) to be very briefly seared and essentially eaten raw. For those dishes, I offer the same advice for buying tuna as I would for buying any other fish. Visit a fishmonger you trust and buy tuna that’s good and fresh. If you’re still unsure, ask whether they’d eat that tuna raw and follow their lead.

POULTRY AND MEAT

Animals raised on pasture—not in feedlots—eat the food they’re meant to eat. They’re happier, have better flavor, and are healthier for the people who eat them—higher in vitamins, minerals, and omega-3s, though lower in total fat. Even better, buy meat from farms that practice regenerative agriculture, an old-school method of raising animals for meat that doesn’t use feeds or chemical fertilizers, improves soil health, and encourages plant growth through grazing, which can actually offset greenhouse gases produced by animal agriculture.

At minimum, look for meat that’s labeled organic and raised without antibiotics. Both claims are reasonably well regulated, and both practices have benefits for you and the planet. But note that labels can be deceptive. Not all claims on packaging are well regulated. “Free-range” chickens, for instance, aren’t necessarily raised outdoors and on pasture, with all the benefits that come with it. To be sure, it’s best to shop at markets that go beyond typical labeling and use their own verification process, or at butcher shops that sell meat from small farms and provide information on how it was raised.

[image: image]

When I’m ready to cook, I rinse any poultry that came in a package containing juices, blood, and other liquids, as well as any that releases liquid after hanging out in the fridge for a couple of days. Recently, the USDA has retracted their recommendation of rinsing meat, arguing that
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