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FOREWORD

MICHAEL SCHWARTZ is one of my favorite chefs in the country—period. And as soon as I think about going to Michael’s Genuine Food & Drink, I immediately start to smile since I know I am in for a great culinary adventure without pretension. From the minute I walk in the door, I feel the passion—it’s oozing out of the restaurant from the giant stack of local seasonal vegetables on the counter to the warmth of the wood-burning oven—and know I am in for a treat.

To me, the greatest food can be recognized by what you feel when you eat it; when you can sense the personality and dedication of the chef in every dish—that’s truly special. This is something that Michael brings to every plate, whether his playful spin on a BLT salad with maple-cured bacon that brings you back to your childhood, his soul-satisfying grilled leg of lamb that is so delicious it would make even my Greek mother swoon, or that magical baked double-yolk egg that shows you just how connected he is to local farmers.

The thing I love about Michael is that his cooking is whimsical without being silly. At its heart, Michael’s food is simple, boldly flavored, and straightforward, which makes it not only fun to cook for a chef like myself but also very approachable and foolproof for the home cook as well. It is steeped in great technique and will teach you how to cook—just as if you’ve worked alongside Michael. As you make your way through this book you will immediately feel a connection to Michael, whether you have met him or not. That’s a sign of a truly great cookbook.

Michael’s credo towards food is one everyone should share: you are only as good as your ingredients. And as you read this book you will notice the care he puts into finding the very best. When Michael gushes over a perfectly juicy heirloom tomato, take that as a cue to head to your nearest farmers’ market and buy food that is both seasonal and local. It will immediately make your cooking taste better and will help put you in touch with the seasons, which ultimately will make you a better cook.

There is not much in life better than a good party. When you open this book, you feel as if you are not only part of the fun—just like when dining at Michael’s Genuine—but also that you can rock it out yourself at home. Here are the recipes and tips you need to get things going, from putting some snacks on the table in a hurry and making some killer cocktails to dropping down some extra large plates for everyone to enjoy. So come on in and join Michael’s party where the food is fantastic, the drinks are cold, and the passion is genuine.

—Michael Symon
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INTRODUCTION

PEOPLE OFTEN ASK ME if I cook at home and strangely they’re always surprised when I say, “Yeah, of course, all the time.” I find the question amusing because if I didn’t love to cook I wouldn’t be a chef. I do what I do because I live and breathe food…trust me there are far easier ways to make a living!

My wife, Tamara, our three children, and I live in a great house in a residential neighborhood in Miami Beach. While our kitchen is modest to say the least (no fancy range, mammoth fridge, or granite-topped center island), it’s still very much the heart of our home. One of the ironies of being a chef is that I rarely get to actually cook at work. Cooking at home—and then sitting down with my family to eat—is very rewarding. When you break it down, cooking done with care is an act of love. As a chef, this is my time to play and prepare a wonderful triggerfish that my friends caught while spearfishing, or celebrate the bounty of each season delivered to our door by a local farm as part of our CSA (Community Supported Agriculture).

Sunday is our family time to cook and be together. For my kids, I make either something they really love, or something to open up their palates, but never anything too, too out there. This is food we all want to eat—like a BLT salad, grilled salmon, or maybe a whole roasted chicken. As a dad I totally dig seeing food and cooking through my children’s eyes. My son, Harry, who is eight years old and my youngest, will experiment and try making anything, sometimes with reckless abandon. He is fearless and open to tasting everything. My middle one, Lulu, is a bit more of a finicky eater but loves to set the table and takes pride in her creative napkin folds. My teenage daughter, Ella, has been in the kitchen practically since she could walk so she has already developed her own palate and repertoire; she knows what she likes and what she doesn’t.

I’ve been cooking since I was fifteen and I know what I like and what I don’t. To define my food, I’d say it’s an East Coast version of California cuisine. This book features grown-up, clearheaded dishes that are approachable, sensible, and affordable, yet still ones I love to make and eat—food that is elegant without being fussy.

I’m a believer in letting the ingredient and season dictate the dish. I’ve gotten tremendous support from the Miami community, which was ready to embrace the local eating movement, and that’s what I’m all about. Farm-to-table is fairly new to South Florida and only recently have people discovered the great quality produce from surrounding local farms. I believe organic-regional-seasonal-sustainable is not just about doing the right thing; it’s about doing it beautifully. Local food is fresher and tastes better than food that has been trucked or flown in from faraway places.

Buying food locally can also help create greater variety. Farmers who run CSAs, sell at farmers’ markets, and provide ingredients to restaurants in the area have the demand and support from the community to raise different—and more—types of produce and livestock. Miami’s natural bounty is unique to the region; take avocados, for example. There are over a dozen varieties grown here yet often Florida avocados tend to get a bad rap. People are familiar with the rich, creamy texture of California Hass avocados, which have large-scale distribution so you can get them all over the country. But Florida avocados, which are much bigger and fruitier, have a more complex flavor than that of the ubiquitous Hass; the Wilson Popenoe variety is one of my local favorites. I buy it because I love it and I buy it loyally so that I can help ensure it remains in production and on our plates.

Being a locavore is an important and necessary responsibility. I’m of the mind that everyone who respects what they eat becomes a member of Slow Food (www.slowfood.com). In the effort to spread the ideals of anti–fast food, the foundation brings together eating and responsibility, and makes them inseparable. If you care about where food comes from, how it tastes, and how our food choices affect the rest of the world, then you want to be in contact with others who care about those things too. At a certain point when you believe in a cause, you need to stop watching from the sidelines and get involved in the game, or else you’re really missing the point.

One of South Florida’s agricultural success stories is Paradise Farms, a beautiful five-acre certified organic farm located near Everglades National Park in Homestead, about one hour outside of Miami. Owned by a woman of the earth, my friend Gabriele Marewski, this edible Eden grows the finest quality heirloom tomatoes, edible flowers, delicate greens and herbs, and a variety of tropical fruits including mangoes, avocados, and bananas. The 100 percent vegetarian bounty is harvested by hand; Gabriele doesn’t even own a tractor. This biodynamic farm supplies some of Miami’s best restaurants, including Michael’s Genuine.

Shortly after Hurricane Katrina, Gabriele and I formed a charity-driven dinner series called Dinner in Paradise to raise money for worthy causes and create awareness of local farms, cuisine, and chefs. These are truly farm-to-table dinners, where notable chefs cook multi-course dinners outdoors on the farm itself, and guests dine right next to where the food was grown. The inspiration is to get people out of a restaurant environment and actually see how a farm operates and where the food comes from. We want to come full circle and close the loop—from the farmer, to the chef, to the diner. It doesn’t get any fresher than that.

My unique involvement with Paradise Farms has inspired me to take “farm fresh” literally one step further and create Michael’s Genuine urban farm. The design district in Miami is definitely not an agrarian landscape, yet I’ve borrowed a vacant lot across the street from the restaurant and turned it into a community farm. The goal was to take infertile ground and have it sprout into fertile land and use the organic produce to help supply the restaurant. The small but incredibly varied garden has beds of purple Cherokee tomatoes, French breakfast radishes, and petite greens like arugula, Asian tatsoi, and opal basil. The entire staff at Michael’s Genuine takes care of the garden so everyone has a connection to the food being served. I hope to turn it into a weekly farmers’ market open to the public in the near future.

The availability of farmers’ markets is not limited to warm climates; they’ve propagated so that every local community has one. But if you can’t take a trip to a market, be sure to shop wisely in your conventional grocery store. Today smart retailers are supplying the public’s demand and bringing a greater variety of organics to supermarket shelves than ever before. Vote with your dollars! Sourcing quality ingredients may not always be convenient and can be expensive at times, but it costs more because it tastes better and is better for you. If you have to sacrifice that latte every morning to buy locally grown organic food, then it’s an easy choice.

I kind of go nuts when people say to eat a tomato “only in July, the height of the season,” because the growing season is completely backward down here in Miami; it starts in late November and extends through Easter. So our height of the season is the middle of winter, and that’s when we find amazing local heirloom tomatoes, lettuces, radishes, and carrots, as well as some tropical fruits, such as passion fruit, guava, and jackfruit. (Year-round, we also get great local goat cheese, goose eggs, lots of grass-fed beef, heritage pork, and, of course, the best fish in the country.) In summer months, when it’s too hot to grow some of those standard crops, we move on to other tropical fruits, including mango, lychee, papaya, banana, and avocado. And then we’re lucky to be able to extend our reach up to northern Florida for summer staples like tomatoes, zucchini, and corn. Florida has the best of both worlds in one state. The key to seasonal eating is figuring out how to get the best near you whenever it happens to be in season.

One of my sayings is, “The secret to good food is…good food.” I say spend more time shopping than cooking. No matter where you shop, always buy produce with the green tops attached, even if you think you are not going to eat them. The leaves are the telltale sign of how long something has been out of the ground or off the tree. Not surprisingly, I avoid buying any type of pre-packaged produce in bags, lettuce being the leader in the market. E. coli scares notwithstanding, the “quick and easy” greens get a chlorine bath leading to their distinct foul chemical odor—yum. Consider this: a bag of lettuce is three times more expensive than a head of organic lettuce. Is it really all that difficult to wash and dry lettuce in a salad spinner? Selecting excellent products is perhaps the most useful culinary skill of all and this vital wisdom can be implemented anywhere.

When I’m developing a dish, oftentimes it stems from the seasonal vegetable I picked up instead of the protein. If you go to the market and find beautiful Swiss chard, for example, build a dish around it and let it really sing. That’s how the Swiss Chard and Caramelized Onion Panade was born. If the chard isn’t looking so hot, but the spinach is, go ahead and change it up. Have an open mind, and look for the freshest and best items available. Cooking is an evolutionary process and I’m constantly revising dishes, putting seasonal variations on recipes.

Food is not about impressing people—in fact it’s just the opposite; it’s about making them feel comfortable. The perfect meal is simpler than you expected and better than you remembered. Sometimes the best ingredient is the one left out. It is my sincere hope that this book captures genuine flavors and that you enjoy these recipes at home.
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    CARAMELIZED ONION DIP
with thick-cut potato chips
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with spicy ketchup

KIMCHI QUESADILLA

    FRESH HOMEMADE RICOTTA CROSTINI
with apricot-thyme jam
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FALAFEL WITH TAHINI SAUCE

CLASSIC DEVILED EGGS

GARLIC HERB BREAD TWISTS

    FRIED GNUDI
with shaved parmesan and lemon crème fraîche

Whenever my wife, Tamara, and I have friends and family over, I always have at least one thing ready for them to nibble on when they walk in the door. As a rule, I’m not into precious individual hors d’oeuvres, because you end up spending so much time for so little result. You also won’t find fancy-schmancy yet ultimately mundane frozen puff pastry, or prosciutto-wrapped asparagus at my house—or in these pages. A bit off the beaten path, imaginative noshes like Crispy Polenta Fries and Kimchi Quesadilla have guts and gusto. This chapter is loaded with my favorite snacks that can be mixed and matched, made ahead, and eaten with your hands.

CARAMELIZED ONION DIP with thick-cut potato chips

MAKES ABOUT 2 CUPS

A rich, creamy dip is a must-have for any good party. Make this onion dip ahead of time so the flavors can blend and mellow. If making the chips, for best results, you’ve got to cut the potatoes with a mandoline. If you don’t want to fry your own potato chips, try one of the terrific brands in the market these days. This dip is also killer with crudités and pita chips, or even spread on a burger.


2 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil

1 tablespoon unsalted butter

2 large onions (about 1½ pounds), thinly sliced

Kosher salt and freshly ground black pepper

4 ounces cream cheese, at room temperature

½ cup sour cream

½ cup Best Mayonnaise or quality store-bought mayo

Chopped fresh chives

Thick-Cut Potato Chips (recipe follows)



Put a large skillet over medium heat and add the oil and butter. When the butter has melted, add the onions and season with ½ teaspoon salt and ¼ teaspoon pepper. Cook, stirring occasionally, until the onions are a deep golden brown and caramelized, roughly 20 minutes. Watch carefully—you don’t want the onions to burn. Set aside and let cool.

In a large bowl, beat the cream cheese on low speed for 1 minute just until smooth and free of lumps. Mix in the sour cream and mayo. Fold in the onions with all their juices; season again with salt and pepper if needed. Cover and refrigerate for at least 2 hours or up to 2 days. Bring to room temperature before serving, garnished with chives, with a bowl of chips.

THICK-CUT POTATO CHIPS

MAKES A BIG BOWL O’ CHIPS (ABOUT 100)


2 large russet (baking) potatoes (about 1 pound), scrubbed

Canola oil, for frying

Kosher salt



Using a mandoline, slice the potatoes about the thickness of a nickel. You should get about 50 slices per potato. Put the slices in a large bowl and fill with cool water to cover. Swish the potatoes around to remove the excess starch; this will make the chips really crispy. Change the water 2 or 3 times until the water is no longer cloudy. Drain the potatoes well in a colander, then spread them out on a pan and pat dry with paper towels. This will prevent the oil from spattering from excess moisture.

Heat 3 inches of oil to 350°F in a countertop electric fryer or deep pot. If you don’t have a deep-fry thermometer, a good way to test if the oil is hot enough is to stick the end of a wooden spoon or chopstick in it. If bubbles circle around the end, then you’re good to go.

Put the potato slices in a fryer basket or spider strainer and carefully lower into the hot oil; do this in batches to avoid overcrowding and to keep the oil temperature constant. Give the potatoes a stir to keep them from sticking together. Fry the chips for 7 to 8 minutes, until they are golden brown and crispy. Remove the chips with the spider, allowing some of the excess oil to drain off, and set on a paper towel–lined platter. Season lightly with salt while the potato chips are still hot.
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Crispy Polenta Fries with Spicy Ketchup

CRISPY POLENTA FRIES with spicy ketchup

MAKES 2 DOZEN

    Golden and crisp on the outside with a moist, creamy interior, these polenta sticks, a modern twist on classic French fries, make a satisfying late-night snack or finger food. Making polenta is not as laborious as some would have you believe. It’s not necessary to stand over the pot for an hour constantly stirring until your arm is falling off. The key to making perfectly cooked polenta is to stir often, running a wooden spoon along the bottom of the pot so the cornmeal doesn’t stick and burn. This is an ideal make-ahead recipe; prepare the polenta in the morning and cut into sticks just before frying. For an outdoor barbecue, try putting the polenta on the grill; it adds a phenomenal smoky flavor. This salsa’ed-up ketchup is perfect to keep in the fridge for four to five days. The polenta fries and ketchup will happily join Michael’s Genuine Burger.


1 quart whole milk

2 tablespoons unsalted butter

2 cups yellow cornmeal (not quick cooking), medium grind

1 cup grated grana padano or Parmesan cheese

Kosher salt and freshly ground black pepper

Canola oil, for frying

Spicy Ketchup (recipe follows)



Line a 9 × 13-inch baking dish with plastic wrap, letting the excess hang over the sides. Set aside.

Bring the milk, 1 cup water, and the butter to a simmer over medium heat in a large pot. Gradually whisk in the cornmeal in a slow steady stream. Reduce the heat to medium-low and switch to a wooden spoon. Cook, stirring often, until the polenta is very thick and pulls away from the sides of the pot, about 15 minutes. Remove from the heat. Stir in the cheese until incorporated; season with 1 teaspoon salt and ½ teaspoon pepper.

Pour the polenta into the prepared baking dish, spreading evenly with a rubber spatula; it should be about ½ inch thick. Refrigerate until completely cool and firm, at least 1 hour or, even better, overnight. It’s important that the polenta sets up completely and gets quite dense, so it’s easy to cut into strips that won’t fall apart in the hot oil when you fry them.

Heat 3 inches of oil to 350°F in a countertop electric fryer or deep pot. If you don’t have a deep-fry thermometer, a good way to test if the oil is hot enough is to stick the end of a wooden spoon or chopstick in it. If bubbles circle around the end, then you’re good to go.

Grab the ends of the plastic wrap and lift the polenta out of the baking dish and onto a cutting board. Flip the polenta over to remove the plastic. Cut the polenta into thirds lengthwise and then crosswise into sticks. You should wind up with 24 large Lincoln Log–like pieces, approximately ¾ inch wide by 4 inches long…yes, they’re huge.

Put the polenta sticks in a fryer basket or spider strainer and carefully lower into the hot oil; do this in batches to avoid overcrowding and to keep the oil temperature constant. Fry the polenta sticks for 3 to 5 minutes, until they are golden brown and crispy. Transfer to a paper towel–lined platter to drain. Season lightly with salt while the fries are still hot. Stack the polenta fries like Lincoln Logs on a large platter. Serve with the spicy ketchup.

SPICY KETCHUP

MAKES 2 CUPS


1 tablespoon vegetable oil

½ small onion, coarsely chopped

2 garlic cloves, coarsely chopped

1 jalapeño, seeded and
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