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			and your encouragement to dream.

			You will live in my heart always.
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			who fill my every day with love and laughter.
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			to have a sister and a brother like you.
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			Epigraph

			I am not a glutton.

			I am an explorer of food.

			—ERMA BOMBECK
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			Introduction

			Some people read romance novels in their free time. Others prefer thrillers or fashion magazines. Some spend their commutes flipping through gossip columns, while others scrutinize the business section. Me, I read menus. And in New York, menus are everywhere you look. They’re prominently posted in restaurant windows or handed out by sidewalk hawkers at busy corners. Instead of avoiding eye contact or moving to the other side of the sidewalk, I’m the girl who asks for one, even when I’m not solicited. I’ll spot a menu guy as I’m darting down the street, late for an important meeting, and beeline over for one of my own. Reading menus soothes me.

			It doesn’t have to be anything fancy. Hell, if I pass a burger joint, I’ll check out the flimsy paper menu. Some chefs make their own ketchup or pickle their own pickles; some serve homemade potato chips or sweet potato fries instead of skinny potato fries; some bake their buns in-house or melt cheddar or blue cheese over their patties instead of the same old American cheese.

			And burgers are just one juicy possibility: there’s a universe of food and chefs with different opinions on what delicious tastes like. Some think delicious tastes like pillows of freshly made ricotta ravioli bathed in a sweet, tangy tomato sauce or barely seared scallops in lemongrass-laced coconut milk sauce; some a corn tamale studded with moist shreds of pork; others delicate, nearly translucent soup dumplings filled with minced crab, pork, and a rich broth. The possibilities are endless.

			Long before I imagined a career in food, I made it my job to visit every respectable restaurant in my Zagat guide. Instead of a bubble bath or late-night TV before bed, I’d pull out my highlighter and mark up my little maroon book. When I graduated from college, I moved to Manhattan to conduct my food-obsessed fieldwork while experimenting with careers in psychology, acting, sitcom writing, jewelry design, and film development. Before then, I had never slurped noodles at a ramen counter or tasted a French bouillabaisse. I’d never gone out for Indian curry or do-it-yourself Korean barbecue. I had a lot of eating to do. Culinary matters quickly became all-consuming. I skipped auditions to linger over dim sum in Chinatown and took extra-long lunch breaks from my film job to try the new Vietnamese spot on the other side of town. Sometimes I’d eat two full meals in one night or one meal at two different restaurants on the same night. Every spare dollar went to investigating a new restaurant and sampling as many dishes as I possibly could. After dinner, I’d crawl under the covers, pick up my maroon book, and cross another conquest off my to-do list, scribbling my own review in the margin.

			I read every review in every magazine and newspaper I could get my hands on. I’d make Sunday night foodie calls to set up the coming week’s dinner dates. I began inventing excuses to avoid dining out with friends who proved themselves unadventurous at the dinner table. I judged my dates by what restaurants they chose, what they ordered, and how they ate it. I eliminated potential mates on the basis of dietary restrictions. I was on a mission to try anything and everything. Restaurants were my drug of choice. I couldn’t get enough. Most twenty-two-year-old girls longed for Jimmy Choos and piles of Prada. I dreamed of dinner at New York’s Le Cirque and Monaco’s Le Louis XV. It was exhausting. It was exhilarating. I started blogging about my meals, just so I could maintain my serious restaurant habit. I was addicted to restaurants, so I thought it only fitting to call myself “Restaurant Girl.”

			This kind of obsession runs in families. When I was a child, my parents braved gang wars for good food. Literally. On Sunday evenings, we would drive from Short Hills, the quiet, suburban town in New Jersey where I grew up, to the then gang-riddled Elizabeth, New Jersey. My parents locked the car doors and made me, my brother, and my sister hunch beneath the windows to avoid potential gunfire—all in the name of veal cutlet, ravioli, and mushroom pizza at Spirito’s. I’ve now eaten in many four-star restaurants, and that dingy joint still serves the best garlic salad, veal, ricotta ravioli, and fountain soda I’ve ever had. My parents have passed away, but my brother, sister, and I dutifully return to Spirito’s a few times a year, just to make sure we aren’t romanticizing those garlic-filled Sundays with our parents.

			Spirito’s opened over sixty years ago, and it’s still going strong—and still cash only. They don’t take reservations, they use an old manual register to make change, and the checks are all handwritten by waitresses with beehive hairdos and pencils tucked behind their ears. They refuse to write down your order and yet, somehow, never get it wrong. If you ever end up on a flight that connects at Newark Airport, you’d be wise to take a later plane. Most local taxi drivers should know Spirito’s by name, so ask one to take you and see for yourself. (And bring me back a ravioli, please.)

			Both my parents were foodies before the word even existed. On weekends our family motto might as well have been: “Will travel for food.” Our family field trips to New York weren’t so much about seeing the Statue of Liberty or the Christmas tree at Rockefeller Center as they were about paper-bagged chestnuts and street cart pretzels spackled with salt. That was before dinner. Then we’d head down to Little Italy for unspeakable amounts of pasta, shrimp scampi, baked clams, and veal scaloppini. Our final stop was always Ferrara’s, just down the street, for biscotti, torrone, and chocolate gelati. Summers at the shore meant saltwater taffy, vinegar-doused French fries, and caramel apples. We’d settle into a slippery plastic booth at some fish shack and, wearing plastic bibs and wielding claw crackers and wet naps, feast on steamers, fried clam strips, and lobster rolls. If we came on the right night, we’d find sautéed soft-shell crabs on the menu. My mom made soft-shell crabs any chance she could. She wasn’t the best cook—more concerned with eating than cooking—but her sautéed soft-shell crabs were better than any I’ve had in a restaurant or picked up fresh from the store. (I’m still on the hunt for a better rendition.)

			Both my parents grew up in poor families, but that didn’t stop either of them from eating well. If all they could afford was bread and cheese, they ate the freshest bread and freshly sliced (never packaged) cheese. We didn’t eat at the kind of restaurants that required reservations, but we ate splendidly.

			When my mom didn’t feel like cooking, we went to local diners and reviewed their workmanship in the kitchen. We grimaced at diners that served canned strawberries with their waffles or skimped on the chocolate chips in our pancakes and gave bonus points to diners that used semisweet chocolate chips instead of milk chocolate. On school nights we mostly stuck to local spots, where we got our fix of saffron-stained seafood paella and garlic shrimp from our favorite Spanish restaurant, or Italian classics—eggplant rollatini, mozzarella in carrozza, shrimp francese, escarole and beans, and gnocchi in tomato sauce—from our favorite Italian restaurant. 

			Now I eat out six nights a week at some of the best restaurants in the country. But I’ll still chase a Mister Softee truck down the street for vanilla soft serve dipped in that liquid fudge that forms a magic shell in fewer than sixty seconds. (I’ve clocked it.) Good food is good food. I love boardwalk fries with malt vinegar just as much as I love seared foie gras with fresh figs. I love a Gray’s Papaya hot dog and signature papaya drink, which tastes like a virgin piña colada, as much as I love caviar and Chablis. I love peanut butter, period; if you care about your stash, hide it from me. It’s my kryptonite. I scour the city in search of the best peanut butter cookies, cakes, and ice cream. I can’t pass a street vendor without slipping him a dollar or two for a bag of honey-roasted nuts. African food never interested me until I tasted a West African groundnut stew with a thick peanutty broth flush with shreds of chicken, tomatoes, garlic, chile peppers, and yam—and so thrilling that I began experimenting with other peanut-loving cuisines. I fell for the tempestuous kung pao chicken, a classic of Chinese cooking, where roasted peanuts mingle with diced chicken and chile peppers, and green papaya salad showered with peanuts at SriPraPhai, a Thai restaurant in Woodside, Queens.

			I wasn’t always an experienced eater, or an adventurous one, for that matter. Before I moved to New York, I had never tried truffles or gnawed on Memphis-style barbecued ribs. I stopped eating meat after a bad experience with a ham sandwich in sixth grade and didn’t resume eating it until after high school. I had never tasted sweet shrimp sushi or scallops sashimi. I had no idea roasted suckling pig could bring a girl like me to her knees. I was hooked on new smells, tastes, and textures. I made it my mission to try something new every day, and life has been a delectable adventure ever since.

			Not everyone lives in New York or in a major city, of course. But no matter where you live, there are dishes to discover, exciting and unfamiliar foods to long for. One of the best gastropubs in the country is called Feast, and it just so happens to be located in Houston, Texas. One of the best sushi restaurants in the country, Sushi Sasabune, is on the island of Oahu. You’d expect to find flaky, buttery biscuits and fried chicken in Durham, North Carolina, but I was ecstatic and surprised to find great Greek there, too, at Niko’s. There’s great Vietnamese (The Jasmine Deli) in Minneapolis, Minnesota; Thai (Lotus of Siam) in Las Vegas; and Indian (Shalimar India) in Portsmouth, New Hampshire. There are dishes to discover wherever you live, even at your old local favorite. If you always order beef with broccoli when you go for Chinese, try something new this time. Try kung pao chicken or prawns in lobster sauce.

			As clichéd as it sounds, the world really is your oyster. Don’t let yourself get stuck in a rut, because there’s a new restaurant around every corner, each one uncharted territory. They may not all be in your backyard, but they’re right down the road. There are hundreds of cultures around the world with hundreds of cuisines and dishes, sauces, noodles, desserts, curries, spices, and wines for the sampling. Every plate is your playground. There’s no time to waste on a mediocre meal or one you’ve ordered countless times before. With so much wonderful food from so many different regions of the world, there’s also plenty to learn, and I say this from personal experience and mild embarrassment.

			A few years ago I had my birthday dinner at The Spotted Pig in New York City’s West Village. There were twelve of us, all fairly fashionable New Yorkers (myself included, of course) who ate out at least five nights a week. We thought we knew our way around a menu, certainly much more than we knew our way around our own kitchens. But when the server handed out the menus, everyone became unusually quiet. The menu was written in English, but it might as well have been in a foreign language. Rollmops? Devils on Horseback? Champs? Not one of us could identify half of the offerings. Was there a glossary in the house? Even now—after working professionally in the food business for five years—I still have questions. And I’m not alone. Just a few months ago, I overheard a fellow food critic ask his server what Jansen’s Temptation is. (It’s a Swedish potato and anchovy gratin.) I had to look it up the first time I saw it on a menu, too. We speak a whole new language of food today. We don’t just eat Chinese food anymore: We eat Szechuan, Cantonese, or Hunan, and that means things like ma po tofu, flowering chives, and sea cucumber. You may not have been to Korea, but you can get Korean barbecue right here, and it’s as different from Turkish barbecue as Turkish barbecue is from Texas barbecue.

			I’m writing this book for anyone who’s ever looked at a menu and had a question. Anyone who’s had a plate put in front of him and wondered what the hell they were about to eat. Just because a cuisine is foreign to you doesn’t mean you have to feel like a tourist at the table. Every region’s cuisine has its own food language—and you can learn to speak it by tasting different foods on your own. Master that, and you’ll be able to navigate a restaurant like a food critic, and before you know it, you’ll become as insatiable as me. The key is eating with confidence. There’s no reason to be intimidated—not by a place setting that includes a dozen different kinds of silverware and certainly not by the menu. It’s not rocket science. It’s food. Like anything else worth knowing, you just have to learn the basics—the tricks of the trade, the dos and don’ts, the way to get the most of every single morsel that crosses your tongue.

			Eating out is a little like sex. Once you get the hang of it, you can’t get enough. You want to try everything on every menu. That’s the reason I can’t be monogamous to a restaurant or even a chef. I’m always hungry for something new. Life is a feast. Devour it.
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			British Cuisine


			It takes some skill to spoil a breakfast—even the English can’t do it.

			JOHN KENNETH GALBRAITH

			Not long ago, if you had told someone you were traveling to London, his or her response might have sounded something like, “The food’s terrible, but London’s a terrific city.” Instead of must-try restaurants, they would rattle off must-see sights, like Big Ben or Westminster Abbey. Most Americans had ruled out British cuisine entirely as an unappetizing mush of overcooked vegetables, strangely named puddings, and processed condiments.

			And then, in 2005, gastropubs arrived on our shores, courtesy of The Spotted Pig. Before that, the “gastropub” was a foreign concept in America—it is a thoroughly modern, and thoroughly British, invention. Back in the late 1970s and early 1980s, during the height of England’s Thatcher-era recession, savvy restaurateurs began taking over old pubs that had lost their leases. Gradually they started serving more than just the same old tired pub grub: pickled eggs, mushy peas, ploughman’s plates, and the like. By the early nineties, the gastropub—a mash-up of the words gastronomy and pub—was in full flower in the United Kingdom. Arguably America’s first gastropub (and definitely New York’s), The Spotted Pig is the brainchild of American restaurateur Ken Friedman and visionary British chef April Bloomfield. April had cooked at the illustrious River Café in London and worked for a stint at Alice Waters’s Chez Panisse in Berkeley, California. The Pig looked like your average local watering hole—tight tables, backless bar stools, beer on tap, and kitschy paraphernalia (in this case, all porcine-themed) in abundance. But the laidback facade belied the unexpectedly adventurous cooking coming out of the kitchen: a seasonal mix of Italian and ingeniously reinvented pub classics. Suddenly Manhattan trendsetters were delightedly grazing on shepherd’s pie, rollmops, and Devils on Horseback.

			At first people flocked to The Pig for the wickedly juicy Roquefort-topped burger, delicate nibbles of ricotta gnudi with fried sage, and British-style, cask-conditioned ales. If April ever took these now classics off the menu, the “piggies” would riot. (That’s my nickname for the pub’s groupies.) But when you earn the foodies’ trust, they’ll try anything. Slowly but surely, the piggies got hooked on more and more adventurous dishes, like sautéed veal kidneys, grilled beef tongue, and crispy pig ear salad.

			I was particularly seduced by the complexity of the smoked haddock chowder laced with pancetta and the smoky-sweet Devils on Horseback—bacon-wrapped prunes dusted with chile powder and stuffed with pickled pear. Count me in for anything “on horseback,” because that means it’s wrapped in bacon. (Oysters wrapped in bacon are called “Angels on Horseback,” because their edges curl up like angel wings when cooked.)

			Where do the English come up with all these strange names for food? One of my favorites is Bubble and Squeak, a fanciful name for a fried leftover hash. It’s typically made with cabbage, potatoes, and any other vegetables left over from Sunday lunch, often the largest meal of the week. For the life of me, I couldn’t figure out if the potato was the bubble or the squeak. It’s neither. The dish is actually named after the sound the leftovers make when they’re sizzling in the pan. If you come across pork belly faggots, those are England’s answer to meatballs, a blend of offal and pork meat. I keep hoping I’ll see spotted dick on a menu somewhere, so I can order it just for shock value. “How’s your spotted dick? Any good?” Or, “I’ve been craving spotted dick all week.” Spotted dick sounds like a delightfully mischievous carnivore’s dish. Nope. It’s a humble sweet pudding “spotted” with raisins or currants. And while I find “rollmops” an amusing name for a bar snack, I’ve yet to acquire a taste for these salty, sour nibbles of pickled herring “rolled” around pickled onions. (But I’m still trying.)

			The British do a lot of pickling and preserving. In the medieval era, when most of these dishes came into being, fresh fruits and vegetables were available for only a few months of the year. Pickling and preserving fruits and vegetables in the summer guaranteed there would be food to eat come fall and winter. This was a matter not just of survival, but also of culinary boredom. I mean, how dull would meals get if your only options were bread, meat, cheese, and potatoes? The Brits jazzed up monotonous, heavy braises and sandwiches with something pickled on the side. At The Spotted Pig, pickled beets accompany the grilled beef tongue, and serving a crock of seasonal pickles with the meal is practically obligatory at every gastropub. Unlike in the States, where “preserves” suggests something sweet, English preserves run the gamut from sweet to savory and even spicy. Clerkenwell, a newfangled watering hole on the Lower East Side in New York City, serves orange marmalade alongside toast at brunch, and onion marmalade alongside chicken liver mousse at dinner.

			And in the end nothing happens without English mustard, which is much hotter than standard American-style mustard. Sandwiches, sausages, you name it. Dijon or good old yellow mustard just doesn’t cut it. The British chef and TV celebrity Nigella Lawson even travels with English mustard in her purse (Colman’s, the quintessential English mustard, comes powdered in pocket-size tins). The Brits are also attached to good old American Tabasco sauce, dousing everything from fried fish to soup with it. In fact, England loves Tabasco sauce so much that Queen Elizabeth II awarded its maker a royal warrant. (That’s a good thing apparently.) It was first exported there in 1874. During World War II, the queen mother had her staff hunting down Tabasco sauce when it was in short supply! But HP sauce belongs to England. This malt-vinegar-based, fruit-and-spice sauce is named after the restaurant inside the House of Parliament, which devised the recipe and first served the sauce, all the way back in 1896. Horseradish, curry powder, and paprika are also all commonplace, and notably piquant, English seasonings.

			As ketchup is to fries, all of these condiments seem like they were designed for salty, breaded, deep-fried bar snacks. Just like traditional pubs, most gastropubs serve snacks, too, like spiced almonds, chicken liver pâté, and pork rinds. At Wilfie & Nell, a popular gastropub in the West Village, I had my first Scotch egg. This is one husky bar snack—a hard-boiled egg wrapped in sausage meat, then breaded, seasoned, and fried. (The best ones have runny egg yolks at the center.) I also devoured UK-style pigs in a blanket—only the blanket in question was made out of bacon, not dough!—and chips doused in tart, malt vinegar.

			If you order chips at a gastropub, you’ll get fat French fries—sort of like American steak fries. (Want potato chips? Ask for crisps. Want a baked potato with your steak? Ask for a jacket potato.) Chips are the thick-cut English version of fries, but that’s not the only difference. Most gastropubs fry their chips not once, but twice (sometimes even three times) in duck or beef fat. My problem with most thick-cut fries has always been their failure to live up to my crispy standards. Turns out, all they needed was another dip or two in the fryer. Thrice-cooked fries (excuse me, chips) are nirvana.

			At The Breslin, Ken Friedman and April Bloomfield’s newest gastropub, the thrice-cooked chips emerge from the kitchen golden and crisp, pillow soft at the center. But The Breslin is more than just The Spotted Pig 2.0. It’s definitely not safe stomping ground for vegetarians, timid eaters, or offal-fearing diners. “The menu sounds like my worst nightmare,” my sister said when this gastropub opened. I, on the other hand, gushed to anyone who would listen about their braised beef shin and ungodly rich, smoked pork belly draped over a mound of buttery mashed potatoes. Sure, my meal could’ve sent me into cardiac arrest, but what a way to go.

			TASTY MORSEL

			Offal refers to butcher shop floor scraps, such as organ meats and entrails, like feet, head, and tongue. Historically those who couldn’t afford “prime” cuts of meat bought inexpensive, protein-rich scraps instead.

			This is a serious house of animal worship. “I love pig. Long live the middle white pig!” Bloomfield says. When in doubt, assume anything that comes out of The Breslin’s kitchen has been fried in animal fat. The boiled peanuts and the spiced beans are both fried in pork fat. The onion soup is half onion, half bone marrow; the smoked salmon is spackled in bacon. This is head-to-tail dining—stuffed pig’s foot for two (how romantic), fried headcheese, and, if you’re brave enough to sit at the chef’s table, whole roasted suckling pig and lamb’s head. I remember glancing up from my Flintstones-size pork belly and giggling as I observed a room filled with hipsters dining on animal parts. The menu sounds downright uncivilized, not to mention hazardous to your heart and waistline. But it tastes good going down, and it’s sustainable—not only because the meat is humanely raised on local farms, but also because every last scrap is put to use—and sustainability is in style. But this is the way the British ate for centuries. The majority of their diet came from meat, and nothing ever went to waste. Kidney pies, faggots, and lamb tongue sandwiches were synonymous with home cooking. Just as Americans snack on potato chips, the Brits snack on pork rinds (scratchings) and roasted or fried pork skin. English comfort food consisted of stews, meat puddings, vegetable mash, and pork pies.

			English pies can be savory or sweet, so read the fine print. Case in point: mincemeat pies are ironically meat-less. They’re dessert pies filled with minced dried fruits and spices. But savory pies came first. Have you ever had a Cornish pasty? It’s one of England’s first meat pies, created way back in the 1200s by miners’ wives. A Cornish pasty was a miner’s bagged lunch—an individual handheld pie with a crusty lid and a crimped edge to hold it with—filled with meat, potatoes, and vegetables on one end, and dessert on the other. Miners’ wives carved their husbands’ initials in the pasty’s crust, so that a miner could identify his pasty in the darkness. The piecrust also protected the worker’s food from arsenic in the mines. Nowadays the Brits still eat pasties and pies, but most cooks use butter and oil instead of suet (rendered animal fat akin to lard), and the crusts are buttery and rich. The Breslin’s mini beef and Stilton pie is a flaky-crusted flavor bomb with sharp Stilton blue cheese, succulent beef, and vegetables.

			Wilfie & Nell serves two very tasty pies: a handheld meat pie and a shepherd’s pie—dense with peas, carrots, potatoes, and Guinness-braised lamb—topped with a clever mashed potato crust. Shepherd’s pies are always made with lamb—sheepherders’ meat, in other words—and cottage pies are always made with ground beef. If a menu lists plain old meat pie, you can assume it’s made with beef as well. There are various English pies filled with everything from steak and kidney to mutton (lamb that’s at least twelve months old). A tart is a small meatless pie with no top crust, filled with vegetables and cheese. One of my favorites is Clerkenwell’s pea and leek tart with a poached egg on top. Beef Wellington is neither a type of pie nor a tart. It’s more like an extra-large “pig in a blanket” of beef tenderloin coated in mushroom paste and pâté, then rolled up in a puff pastry.

			Since nothing goes to waste, leftover meat scraps and offal are also ground up with seasonings and whipped into mousses and pâtés, or molded into terrines. Most gastropubs have one or two on their menu. April Bloomfield doesn’t do anything in moderation. Instead, The Breslin has four homemade terrines, including a sweet rabbit and prune and a criminally unctuous headcheese terrine that comes with pickles, piccalilli (turmeric-flavored relish), and mustard, of course.

			Stuff the ground meat into casings and you have sausage, better known in England as bangers. The first time I had bangers was years before the gastropub revolution. I was actually in pursuit of a cup of tea, so I stopped into a little haunt called Tea & Sympathy in Greenwich Village. For a second, I thought I’d accidentally walked into someone’s apartment. There were bookshelves lining the walls, an antique sideboard, vintage teakettles, and other bric-a-brac scattered around the room. I had just eaten lunch, but I looked at the menu anyway. How could I resist a dish called bangers and mash? Mind you, I had no clue what it was, but I was game. It turned out to be a glorious mess of sausages perched on mashed potatoes and smothered in onion gravy (champs). We all have our British food “turning point,” and this was mine. I’d heard British food was god-awful, but this was homey bliss. I was back the next day for more. Sometimes I’d stop into Tea & Sympathy for a snack of mashed potatoes and onion gravy. You could get even a side of gravy in which to dip your chips.

			This tiny tea shop did so well that the owner decided to open a fish and chips shop—affectionately referred to as “chippies” by the Brits—called A Salt & Battery right next door. I don’t think I was ready for Bloomfield’s stuffed pig’s foot straight out of college, but I was definitely ready for fish and chips. This clever combination first became popular with working-class families when the English started fishing in the North Sea. I’d had a few soggy American renditions before but nothing as wickedly crunchy and fluffy as the fish at A Salt & Battery. The secret to English fish and chips is the batter. Who else would think to spike the batter with beer? Seltzer works, too. It’s the bubbles that make the fish batter extra light and crispy.

			The options for battered fish at this chippie went way beyond the standard cod—there was haddock, sole, pollack, even whiting (and shrimp cakes!). After much deliberation, I went with the haddock—the guy behind the counter said it was the one that all the British expats ordered. The haddock was flaky and moist, a splendid canvas for the light, salty batter. Skinny, skinless French fries would’ve been overwhelmed by such firm fish, but not these fat chips. The whole mess came bundled in an old issue of the Guardian—a British daily newspaper. It doesn’t get much more authentic, especially since the chef’s father ran a chippie himself. In true chippie form, Mat Amfeld—the chef in question—serves sides of mushy peas, mashed potatoes, and baked beans, and bottles of curry sauce and malt vinegar line the counters.

			In the United Kingdom, fish tends to be prepared three ways—fried, smoked, or deviled. Subtle is not an option. You don’t see much deviled mackerel—spiced with paprika, pepper, and English mustard—on gastropub menus in America, which is too bad because it’s fantastic. Instead you’ll find salads aggressively dressed in anchovies and warm smoked salmon or cold smoked whitefish. Kedgeree, one of England’s finest breakfast foods, is a mix of flaked smoked haddock, hard-boiled egg, cream, rice, and curry powder.

			I know breakfast is the most important meal of the day, but the English take it a tad too far. A “full English breakfast”—emphasis on the full—comes with fried eggs, bacon, sausage, grilled tomatoes, mushrooms, baked beans, and toast. It’s delicious going down, but I always want to get right back into bed after. Are the English storing up for winter? Do they wake up with a collective hangover every morning? (This is great, greasy hangover food.) I tell myself, “Don’t do it this time, Danyelle. You’ll regret it.” I try to coax myself into fried eggs with just bacon, but sausages and black pudding (a type of sausage made primarily from congealed beef or pork blood) both sound tempting, too. Again, I’ve polished off five greasy food groups before noon. Oops. For those who prefer not to consume 90 percent of their allotted daily caloric intake before 10:00 A.M., there are always scones or English muffins. In America we frequently settle for Thomas’ midget muffins, but those don’t even come close to the real thing. A legitimate English muffin rises to one inch and comes dusted with cornmeal. The dust at the bottom of a Thomas’ bag is farina, not cornmeal. No dice.

			Some people mistake an English muffin for a crumpet and vice versa. A crumpet resembles a puffed-up minipancake with big pores. A crumpet is spongy, while a muffin is dense. But they’re both cooked on the griddle and accompanied by a battery of condiments such as lemon curd, a sweet-tart custard made from lemon juice, sugar, and eggs; clotted cream, a thick, almost buttery spread made from scalded milk; and marmalade, as well as jam, preserves, and jelly. Though those last three are made with the same basic ingredients (fruit, sugar, and pectin), they use different parts of the fruit. Jelly is made from juice only, jam from thick fruit pulp, and preserves from whole pieces of fruit. Marmalade is just jam with fruit zest added to it. I prefer chunky preserves. And, of course, English muffins, scones, and their condiments pair perfectly with tea, particularly in the afternoon.

			When tea was first introduced to England in the mid-1600s, only the wealthy could afford to drink it, as the tax on tea was sky high. (Unless you skipped the taxes and smuggled it into the country, which happened with some regularity.) King Charles II and his Portuguese wife, Catherine of Braganza—habitual tea drinkers—first introduced tea to England in 1662, and shortly thereafter the wealthy followed their royal lead. In 1676, King Charles II imposed a heavy tea tax (Scrooge!), which only got heavier and heavier, reaching 119 percent by the middle of the eighteenth century. We all want what we can’t afford. I long for a spoonful of caviar daily, but I need a roof over my head, and something’s gotta give. In 1784 William Pitt the Younger lowered the tax from 119 percent to 12 percent, and finally there was tea for the masses. But the ritual of afternoon tea didn’t originate until the 1840s, when a hungry duchess, Anna Maria Stanhope, couldn’t wait for dinner, so she requested that bread, butter, small cakes, and tea be brought up to her boudoir at the stroke of 4:00 P.M. every day. Before you knew it, she started inviting friends over for afternoon tea and snacks. The notion of afternoon tea served with dainty tea sandwiches and tiny cakes became a countrywide ritual.

			Think of afternoon tea as a mini-meal with savory and sweet courses. I endured a five-course afternoon tea at Lady Mendl’s Tea Salon on Irving Place in Manhattan, which started at three and ended at five-thirty in the afternoon—and all I wanted were the scones! These savory-sweet biscuits usually come plain or simply seasoned with raisins, nuts, or spices. The focus is the rich biscuit and its sweet accompaniments. Tea parties traditionally begin with dainty sandwiches on buttered bread with the crusts cut off. They can be as simple (and dull) as peeled cucumber with salt and lemon on white bread or as flavorful as curried chicken salad or smoked salmon on pumpernickel.

			Don’t expect to find dainty tea cakes on British dessert menus. Instead imagine desserts as rich as the mains—as rich as a beef pie or a braised beef shin. Sticky toffee pudding is a naughty, gooey deal closer. But it’s not pudding the way we Americans think of it. (American-style puddings do exist in England. They’re traditionally made with suet, but most chefs now use butter.) Sticky toffee pudding is sponge cake infused with chopped dates or prunes, then lacquered with a thick toffee sauce. A trifle cake also starts off harmlessly enough—the base is also simple sponge cake—but it’s then layered with egg custard, cream, and sherry-soaked fruit. If you’d rather skip the cake part, try an Eton Mess, made with fruit, cream, and meringue. The Breslin produces an Italian-inspired Eton Mess with lemon ricotta cream. But the best dessert card they’re holding at The Breslin is their Stout Syllabub, which would make the menu for my hypothetical last meal. Traditional English syllabub is a thick, frothy dessert composed of wine, sugar, and cream (some chefs substitute cider for wine and milk for cream). The Breslin’s rendition is made with a rich, dark stout beer and cream—more like a velvety, stiff mousse than a frothy, silky liquid. What cinches it for me is the cloud of crème fraîche that caps it, sprinkled with crunchy, caramel-coated rice puffs. I hope someone reads this and brings a Stout Syllabub to my bedside.

			Anything with treacle in its name should satisfy your sweet tooth. Treacle—also referred to as golden syrup because of its honey color—is evaporated cane sugar syrup. This thick, nutty syrup was England’s first sweetener before processed sugar became widely available. Treacle sweetens pudding, tarts, and cakes and lends them a wonderful stickiness.

			Need a little something to wash down all that pudding and pie? For all intents and purposes, beer is a basic British food group. A pub that doesn’t serve beer is like an American diner that doesn’t serve cheap coffee. Beer is the oldest alcoholic beverage in existence and the third most popular drink in the world. You can get your daily beer intake from ale or lager. Ales are bold and complex, while lagers are more simple and subdued. Porters and stouts are ales, while pilsners are a type of lager. If your bartender tells you something’s hoppy, he means that it’s distinctly bitter and fragrant. (The less hoppy a beer is, the less bitterness and aroma it has.)

			America and England have different takes on what constitutes a pint—whose would you guess is bigger? That’s right, the British Imperial pint at twenty tall ounces beats out the sixteen-ounce American pint. At a stateside pub it never hurts to ask whether or not they serve an Imperial pint—you never know, you might just impress your date and your bartender by knowing your stuff.

			Table Setting and Modern Manners

			Unlike traditional pubs, the atmosphere at a gastropub seems less focused on manners. They’re laid-back watering holes with spirited snacks, sandwiches, and burgers you eat with your hands. And as long as your pinky finger is sticking up properly on your teacup hand, you’re ready for afternoon tea. Whether you’re at a tea party or a pub, remember to tear off a piece of bread before buttering it. The English eat most things with a knife and fork. When you’re finished, put the prongs of the fork face up on your plate. (It’s the opposite in the United States.) The proper way to pick up your peas is by crushing them onto the back of your fork. Spoons are for soups (unless you’re having tea). Oh, and never touch another man’s ale or his fish and chips, especially while he’s watching football. That’s a perfect storm I wouldn’t want to get caught in!

		

	


		
			
				2

				Chinese Cuisine

				You don’t sew with a
						fork, so I see no 

				reason to eat with
						knitting needles.

				MISS PIGGY

				According to my mom, I’ve been eating hot and sour soup since I was one.
					When I was growing up, my family ate Chinese food at least once a week. Unlike
					the stereotypical Jewish family, we didn’t restrict ourselves to Sunday night
					scallion pancakes. (But that stereotype is pretty accurate. I’d wager more
					American Jews eat Chinese on Sundays than Shabbat dinner on Fridays. And don’t
					get me started on Christmas.) Our family haunt was a restaurant called Hunan
					Spring, located in Springfield, New Jersey. With its chintzy green booths,
					matching carpeting, and a cashier’s station at the front entrance, Hunan Spring
					looks more like a diner that serves grilled cheese and greasy breakfasts than a
					Chinese restaurant. No matter how many times I visited, I was always surprised
					when the blue and white porcelain plates of food appeared, piled with snow peas
					and squiggly, soy-sauce-stained noodles.

				Hunan Spring sits right next to the tracks for the
					commuter train that carries passengers between New Jersey and New York City.
					Whenever I happened to be on that train, I pressed my face up against the window
					to watch the stone building whiz by, recounting everyone’s order in my memory.
					As a kid, I always started with hot and sour soup, a nourishing option during
					snowy winters in the suburbs. I’d wrap my hands around the porcelain bowl and
					steal a little heat from the muddy broth. I’ll admit it’s not the most
					attractive soup to stare down into, but its pleasures are many—a deeply tangy
					broth full of slippery black mushrooms, silken tofu, shreds of pork, wood ear
					mushrooms, lily bulbs, and crunchy strands of bamboo shoots. There’s a subtle
					but invigorating heat that comes from all the black and white pepper in the
					broth. My mom and dad each got hot and sour soup, too, and my brother and sister
					always ordered egg drop soup. (A beaten egg dropped in chicken broth was all my
					brother ever wanted when he got the flu.)

				We’d nibble on complimentary bowls of fried noodles
					that we dunked in fluorescent orange duck sauce while my dad proceeded to
					overorder. We’d start with appetizers (practically a full dinner in and of
					themselves): juicy pot stickers, scallion pancakes, and spring rolls packed with
					shreds of chicken, shrimp, and Chinese vegetables. Some foods are just meant to
					be greasy, and the scallion pancakes at Hunan Spring were deliciously so. The
					edges were crispy, the interiors laden with silky layers laced with
					scallions—little sponges ideal for soaking up the salty-sweet dipping sauce that
					traditionally accompanies them. If you had asked me what was in the plum sauce I
					was dipping everything else in, I would’ve stared at you blankly. I certainly
					didn’t know the difference between plum sauce, hoisin sauce, and duck sauce. I
					ate by instinct. I liked crisp spring rolls better than doughy egg rolls. I
					liked the crunchy edges of pork pot stickers with ginger dipping sauce, the
					feeling of cold, slippery noodles in sesame sauce as they crossed my tongue, and
					the clean, pronounced flavors of prawns mingled with firm string beans.

				We always had the same debate over whether to get
					moo shu shrimp or moo shu chicken. I loved the moo shu pancakes—small, springy
					rounds reminiscent of crepes. So long as some form of moo shu appeared on the
					table, I didn’t really care, and no one else ever seemed to mind too much who
					won out on that particular night. Besides, the only difference was the protein;
					the rest was stir-fry goodness: a tangle of scrambled egg, julienned cabbage,
					wood ear mushrooms, bean sprouts, carrots, and—fingers crossed—shrimp. We dabbed
					our pancakes with thick hoisin sauce, added the eggy stir-fry, and made
					ourselves “Chinese tacos.”

				We were a family of five living in the ’burbs and
					we ordered like one: we got beef and broccoli; moo goo gai pan, a “fun to say”
					stir-fry of chicken, button mushrooms, water chestnuts, and broccoli; and
					chicken fried rice. To this day, my brother, sister, and I still sneak in an
					order of chicken fried rice whenever we have Chinese food. There’s something
					utterly comforting about fluffy rice studded with scrambled egg, crunchy
					scallions, peas, and torn chicken. Family dinners always ended the same way:
					with a pot of black tea, sliced oranges, and fortune cookies. Probably because
					we never failed to order enough to feed a small army, we never left Hunan Spring
					without leftovers, and my dad would promptly scavenge them the minute we arrived
					home (right before he tore open a sleeve of Mallomars). We were suburbanites
					raised on Chinese-American food, an abridged version of mild Cantonese fare:
					General Tso’s chicken, chop suey, and lo mein.

				Nonetheless I thought Chinese-American cooking was
					Chinese cooking. Every few years my family ventured into Chinatown in downtown
					New York for the Chinese New Year parade, some celebratory peanut cookies, and a
					new fake designer bag for my mom. I’d skimmed the menu at Hunan Spring tons of
					times, but I never once tried the “Hunan beef” or even asked a server what was
					in it. I didn’t know the difference between Szechuan or Cantonese or Beijing
					cuisine. I didn’t know I owed Beijing a debt of gratitude for hot and sour soup
					or Szechuan for kung pao chicken. If I had grown up near or even in Chinatown in
					downtown New York, San Francisco, or Los Angeles, I might’ve known my chop suey
					from my chow mein, but suburbia doesn’t offer much in the way of a local “hot
					pot” spot or an eatery that specializes in soup dumplings or Beijing food. It
					was only when I moved into New York postcollege that I realized I’d been eating
					“fake designer bags” all along (so to speak), geared toward suburbanites like
					myself.

				TASTY MORSEL

				The U.S. government
						devised a unique strategy to encourage citizens to respond to the 2010
						census—fortune cookies! Tsue Chong Company, a fortune cookie company out of
						Seattle, Washington, partnered with the census bureau to insert five
						different procensus fortunes into over two million cookies, distributed
						throughout the Pacific Northwest states. One fortune read “Put down your
						chopsticks and get involved in Census 2010,” while another read “Real
						Fortune is being heard.”

				As I ate my way through New York’s Chinatown, I
					learned that there are four major regional cuisines—Cantonese, Beijing,
					Szechuan, and Shanghai—each with its own styles and specialties. The thing about
					China is that it’s huge (it is home to one-sixth of the planet’s population,
					after all). Some regions of China have access to water and seafood; others
					don’t, so they eat lots of meat instead. Some regions have access to rice, while
					others rely on noodles and dumplings. And just like every person I know,
					different regions have different preferences. Some prefer spicy, others sweet;
					some opt for dark sauces, others light. Most of the dishes I’d eaten growing up
					were ostensibly Cantonese, with a dash of all the other regional cuisines tossed
					in for good measure. But I knew nothing of Szechuan cooking and its
					tongue-tingling peppercorns or the hundreds of hot pots those peppercorns set
					ablaze. I had never had the pleasure of experiencing Shanghai cuisine, with its
					signature dark and sweet sauces or its miraculous soup dumplings. Though I’d
					nibbled on Cantonese, I had no idea that it was a vast cuisine comprised of many
					diverse regional food traditions, like Hong Kong’s roasted meats and dim sum, or
					that Beijing deserved the credit for barbecued Peking duck. But I was about to
					find out.

				Beijing Cuisine

				The thing about food addicts is they’re always looking for partners
					in crime, so they figure out your weaknesses, and mine was hot and sour soup. A
					friend took me to The Peking Duck House, a Beijing-style spot on Mott Street in
					the heart of Chinatown. “I don’t eat duck,” I protested on the subway ride
					downtown. “You will,” he responded without an ounce of doubt in his voice. “But
					I thought we were getting soup,” I begged. “We are. Beijing is known for two
					things: Peking duck and hot and sour soup.” The first thing I did when I sat
					down was scan the menu for my soup. The soup was excellent, but I was dead set
					against trying the duck. That is until it arrived at the table. Really, it was
					more like a ceremonial presentation: a whole duck, with skin lacquered deepest
					bronze, and irresistibly aromatic.

				After we had admired the high gloss of the bird for
					a few captivating moments, our server picked up a knife and carved it, just like
					my father used to do with the Thanksgiving turkey. Except in this case, it was
					the skin—not the meat—our server was after. He carefully carved out delicate
					crackling squares, placed them on their own plate, along with a feast of
					accoutrements that included steamed flour pancakes, finely sliced scallions,
					cucumbers, and a bowl of hoisin sauce. I followed my friend’s lead and spread a
					thin layer of hoisin in the middle of my still-steaming pancake, added a few
					scallions and bits of cucumber, and finally, a shiny piece of skin. I folded it
					all up, closed my eyes, and took a bite. It was gloriously crisp and sweet. The
					first square of skin is the acid test, the cracklier the better. (In order to
					get that crackly skin, the duck is basted in soy sauce and sugar and hung to
					air-dry before being roasted.) Then came the succulent, lean meat, which we
					added to the second round of pancakes. (Peking duck is traditionally served with
					steamed buns, but most restaurants stateside serve it with steamed pancakes
					instead.) When there was nothing but hoisin sauce and a sliver of cucumber left,
					my friend looked my way and said, “I thought you don’t eat duck?”

				Beijing is most famous for its iconic Peking duck,
					with good reason, but is also known for its dumplings, noodles, braised shark’s
					fin, and steamed breads. Their signature dishes include hot and sour soup and
					moo shoo pork. (Beijing cuisine is also known as Mandarin or Peking cuisine
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