

[image: ]




[image: ]





[image: ]




To my mother, Alice:

I learned most of what I know about love,
life and cooking just by watching her.
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INTRODUCTION

Crescent City Gal
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On a warm spring evening in 1979, in a relatively quiet corner of the French Quarter of New Orleans, I ambled down Rue Dauphine, past a restaurant housed in a 200-year-old Creole cottage. I was drawn to its windows by the warm glow emanating from the place and the happy bustle inside. I remember peering in and wondering what goes on in such an enchanting place? I happened to be on my way to my first cooking job. At that point in my fledgling career, the excitement, romance, and chaos of the restaurant world were still mysterious—but they were already intoxicating. Little did I know that several years and countless gastronomic adventures later, that restaurant would become my own.

But I'm getting ahead of myself. Born in Key West, Florida, I was one of seven well-fed children. I first learned the pleasure of cooking from my Danish mother—she was in the kitchen all the time, but her work there never seemed like drudgery. My family settled in Holland for several years on account of my dad's job as a naval officer, and Mom learned to cook everything from Indonesian stir-fries to French crêpes and Danish open-faced sandwiches. Thanks to her, I developed a taste for exotic flavors early on.

We moved to New Orleans when I was seven. As a kid, I always felt a little bit offbeat, a little left of center. I loved music, books, movies, art, and of course food. I dreamed of a bohemian lifestyle, which New Orleans seems to foster. When I played Barbie, it was “Career Girl Barbie” with an apartment, a cool job, and a convertible. I never fantasized about getting married. I was independent and I meant to stay that way.

After high school, I actually toyed with the idea of becoming a cook, but my father put the kibosh on that—no daughter of his was going to have a mindless blue-collar job. So I left home at seventeen and spent several years trolling for the right outlet for my passions. I lived in San Francisco and Massachusetts. I worked in a record store, got jobs as a waitress, secretary, and typesetter, but nothing engaged me. I also traveled throughout Europe, eating curry and fried fritters in London, and crudité plates and crêpes in France—now, that I enjoyed!

But I could never stay away from New Orleans for very long. I made a point to come back each spring, for Mardi Gras, Jazz Fest, and the food (plenty of fried oysters, crayfish, and sweet shrimp), and because that's when the city is at its most lush and the sweet olives are in bloom. During one such spring, my father had health problems, so I stayed on to take care of him. And then I needed to find a job.

I didn't start cooking until 1979, when I was twenty-six, first for fun, then professionally. I started catering with a girlfriend of mine. When she got her first job as chef at a downtown restaurant, she called and said, “Come work with me!” I never looked back.

From the get-go, I found cooking mesmerizing. I was captivated by the colors, aromas, textures, and tastes, and found the process both sensual and fascinating. Cooking was something I seemed to do well, and the results were satisfying and fun. I had found my calling.

My first job in a true French kitchen was at Louis XVI Restaurant in the French Quarter. I was terrified. The head chef, Daniel Bonnot (my mentor, my tormentor), basically ignored me for the first couple of weeks. So, desperate for some direction, I began to pore over the cookbooks in his office. Then I started to ask questions. “How do you ‘turn’ an artichoke?” “What is a tournedo?” I began to memorize classic dishes from Le Guide Culinaire and Larousse. Soon I had the “privilege” of turning two cases of artichokes and making two cases of pommes soufflés every day. (I still bear the scars from shaking the potatoes in two bubbling pots of hot oil.)

I continued to be inquisitive, and Daniel responded by giving me more responsibility. He taught me to mince shallots with a razor-sharp paring knife, make duxelles (a finely chopped mixture of mushrooms and herbs), and wrap Beef Wellingtons in puff pastry. My days got longer. There was always something that needed doing, and I was eager to do it.

In 1982, Daniel helped me arrange a stage or apprenticeship at the Hotel Sofitel in Paris. I worked day and night during that incredible summer. It was the beginning of nouvelle cuisine, so I was exposed to a whole new style of cooking. Roland Durand, the head chef there, would become another mentor. He and his staff created extraordinary food that was more ingredient-oriented (showcasing a flawless piece of fish, for instance), with flavors that were more distilled and a presentation that was more refined. His staff raised the bar for me: I was in awe of their dedication. I could have stayed a lot longer, but at the end of the summer Daniel called and urged me to come home to accept a job as chef. It was at Savoir Faire, a sixty-seat bistro in the St. Charles Hotel.

Daniel and I created the bistro menu (classic in France but still new to New Orleans) that included crudités plates, terrines, sweetbreads, lamb chops, assiettes anglaises (cold meats), steak frites, a killer lemon tart.

Then it came time to hire cooks, which was unnerving because everyone who submitted a résumé seemed more qualified than I was. Still, I managed to put together a crew. I remember giving them tasks that I thought would take hours, and they'd be back in twenty minutes, saying, “What next?” I'd be thinking, Go away. I hate you!

As Savoir Faire came into its own I realized I had a strong sense of how the food should taste and be presented, and that I was setting a standard for an exciting style of cooking. When I understood this, it gave me confidence and I felt more like a leader.

After Savoir Faire, I was hungry for more learning and exposure to new things. So, I traveled and worked as a cook in California and Europe. But it wasn't too long before I once again heard the siren call of New Orleans.

In 1986, refreshed and inspired from my travels, I again put on the chef's toque when I was hired to open the Bistro at Maison de Ville in one of the city's treasured small hotels, the Hotel Maison de Ville. Little did I know when we opened that first night, with one oven, four burners, a refrigerator in the alley, and our salad greens packed in ice chests under the counter, that this would be a launching pad for me, and so many other talented chefs, in the years to come.

Our forty seats were filled every night, and soon no one could get a reservation. Ideas that had been percolating, such as Grilled Shrimp with Black Bean Cakes and Coriander Sauce (p. 75), Seared Duck Breasts with Pepper Jelly Glaze (p. 264), and my Epiphany Lemon Tart (p. 340), emerged as signatures.

I learned how to cook with folks watching (our small kitchen had a large window that guests could peer into), enjoying that connection to what was happening in the dining room. I saw each plate go out and come back, so I knew which dishes worked and which did not.

During my three years as chef there, I learned to be demanding of my crew and of myself. As a result, I was deemed a “prima donna” and a “perfectionist.” Like that was a bad thing!

I received several offers to open my own place, but I ignored most of them—that is, until the enchanting space on Rue Dauphine captured my attention once again. I fell in love with the big, romantic courtyard and the three cozy but not cramped dining rooms inside. I noticed a tiled marker on the side of the building, CAMINO DE BAYONA, from when New Orleans belonged to Spain. I immediately thought “Bayona” would be a warm and beautiful name for a restaurant.
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I had become friendly with a particularly enthusiastic and savvy customer, Regina Keever, and she offered to back me in my endeavor. The night we signed our agreement, it snowed, which is a rare event in New Orleans. It seemed to me an auspicious and festive omen. Michael Fisher, the sommelier at the Windsor Court Hotel, agreed to come on board as dining room manager. With this charismatic, ebullient man—boasting a brilliant palate and sterling connections—in our corner, how could we lose! Add to the mix a talented sous chef and a fun-loving (and disciplined) office manager, and it's no wonder we felt on the verge of something extraordinary.

There is some confusion about whether we officially opened Bayona on March 31 or April Fool's Day, 1990. I like to think it's the latter—because it seems appropriate. Thanks to loyal friends, family, and customers, we started off with a bang. We're approaching twenty years, and after surviving floods and hurricanes, I still get an absolute thrill when I walk into the dining room on any given night and see customers eating and drinking and having a wonderful time.

Being a chef is a job and a half, but it also demands that one travel to continue the education of the palate. Over the years, I've cooked at The Oriental Hotel in Bangkok, the Lanesborough Hotel in London, and across the seas for Cunard and Crystal cruise lines. I've slurped curries in Malaysia and sipped pisco sours in Peru. I've served hundreds of Crayfish Croque Monsieurs (p. 158) at Jazz Fest, and developed countless recipes for cooking classes and charity benefits, as well as many television shows and magazine articles.

Back home in New Orleans, I fell in love with the warehouse district and its energy, and thought it would be the perfect spot for a casual fine-dining restaurant similar to my favorites in San Francisco and Chicago.

I joined forces with partners Ken Jackson, Donald Link, and Donald's in-laws, Bill Hammack and Janice Parmelee. We found a beautiful, sunny space on a busy corner of St. Charles Avenue (with the streetcar running past), and Herbsaint was born. We opened in October 2000, and Donald kicked me out of the kitchen in May 2002. With a great staff and a strong menu, he was ready to run it alone and has been doing a fantastic job ever since. These days when I'm there, I get to sit at the bar, drinking wine and indulging in his perfect French fries.

And now, on balmy nights in my relatively quiet corner of the French Quarter, I find myself back at Bayona. After almost two decades, thousands of guests, and hundreds of employees, we're still at it. We've survived hurricanes, fires, New Orleans summers, even having the street out front torn up for two years! We've had at least a dozen employee marriages and lots of babies (some from folks who were practically babies when they started), and many customers have become good friends. This constant but ever-changing family has sustained and supported me, and made Bayona the success that it is today.

My reputation has been built on the efforts and strengths of this family. They have weathered the wrath of an overcaffeinated, overworked, stressed-out chef with a bone to pick, and they have danced at my wedding. Every day (well, most days) I look forward to working shoulder-to-shoulder with them, laughing with them, turning out great food together, and wishing them good night.

Perhaps that's why it's taken me another twenty-six years to tackle my first cookbook. We were busy cooking, securing our reputation, doing what we love. I never wanted to slap together a string of recipes. I needed to nurture Bayona, and to lay its foundation as a vibrant and vital part of New Orleans.

Then I needed to meet Chip, the man I was meant to marry, and experience the pride of putting a home-cooked meal on the table, and the delight of watching him relish every morsel. And I had to learn how to cook for my stepkids, Evelyn, eleven, and Kelly, ten, which is a whole different ball game.

I needed to travel and expand the range of my palate, then condense my wild, delicious ride into a selection of very personal, hand-chosen recipes—from my restaurants (labeled appropriately as “Best of Bayona” or “Herbsaint”) and my life. Finally, I wanted to share what I learned from my mentors, and make them proud of me. My mother taught me the sheer joy of cooking and the gift of entertaining. Daniel Bonnot showed me classic and essential techniques, and gave me the confidence to push myself. Roland Durand instilled a love of fine ingredients and the desire to make every plate beautiful. All this takes time; and timing, I believe, is everything.

I hope you enjoy the selections I've made, and next time you're in New Orleans, do come by Chances are, I'll be there cooking.
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The Spicer Pantry
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When I was a little girl, I loved to watch Captain Kangaroo. Every now and then he read a story called “Stone Soup” that had a profound impact on me. You're probably familiar with it too. It's about a soldier who comes into a village asking for food, but all the villagers have hidden and locked up their meager supplies. So he sits down in the middle of the square, makes a fire, and puts on a kettle of water with a small stone in it. He sits there, watching the kettle simmer, gleefully rubbing his hands over it in anticipation. Eventually, one of the hungry villagers comes out to see what he is cooking, and he says, “Stone soup!” He talks about how delicious it is going to be, and promises to share it when it's done. The villager says, “Oh but think how much better it would be with a little onion” and runs to bring out a little shriveled onion that he was hiding. Gradually, a second villager comes out and eventually says, “But a potato would make it really tasty.” You get the picture. Eventually the whole village comes out and adds carrots, herbs, a bit of dried meat, and so on. In the end, they have a wonderful, brimming pot full of savory soup that feeds everyone.

That story made me understand the power of food and community, of sharing, of being clever and resourceful—and of making the whole process fun. And, of course, of having the right ingredients in the cupboard!

As for equipment, you will want to invest in a couple of good kitchen knives, such as a paring knife and an 8-inch chef's knife, as well as a steel to keep them sharp. (Make sure you learn how to use it.) What a difference you will find, not only in the ease of cutting and chopping, but also in the look of what you're cutting. It will be much cleaner and less ragged than the work of a dull blade. An extra electric coffee grinder is great for grinding spices. And though I'm not much of a gadget person, I like having my blender, food processor, and heavy-duty electric mixer around when I need them. There's not much you can't do with that lineup.

I would also encourage you to think more about technique than recipes. Use your powers of observation and your senses (including common sense) to notice how the food cooks and how the ingredients come together when you go through the steps of a recipe. Then apply this awareness to other dishes. But most important, try to relax and enjoy the process as much as the end result.

I have always been drawn to bold and faraway flavors, so I have always been a proponent of a well-stocked larder, with an assortment of sauces, spices, and pastes that allow me to make dishes more interesting in a flash. Had that soldier found his way to my town, I would have swirled in a spoonful or two of sambal oelek, a spicy red chile paste, for a sassy and complex result.

The following is a suggested list of staples and flavor makers that I rely on. They are certainly not all essential. But the more variety you have, the easier life will be when you need a little inspiration…

ASIAN SAUCES Varieties are hoisin, plum, oyster, and sweet chili sauce (sold in a large clear bottle). Hoisin and plum sauces make quick and easy glazes for fish, chicken, or veggies, such as eggplant. They are usually very sweet and benefit from the addition of a little rice wine vinegar or lime juice. Sweet chili sauce is great straight from the bottle as a dipping sauce for tempura or fritters, although it's even better with some lime juice, cilantro, and scallion.

BUTTER I always use unsalted. Like most chefs, I'm a control freak, and I want to control the amount of salt I put in a dish. Also, unsalted butter tends to taste fresher and sweeter. If you want to splurge on a European or European-style butter (which has a higher butterfat content that delivers a richer flavor and texture), use it for finishing sauces, in mashed potatoes, or in baking. For the freshest possible option, seek out butter from a local dairy if possible. I also like to use clarified butter for sautéing because it has a higher smoke point. To make clarified butter, melt a pound of butter in a small saucepan over low heat, skimming any foam that rises to the top. The milky water will sink to the bottom of the pan and the golden (clarified) butter will remain on top. I like to pour the clarified butter into a tall, clear container, because it makes it easier to see (and skim) any remaining solids that rise to the top after the heating process. I always clarify butter a pound at a time, because it lasts forever in the fridge.

CANNED TOMATOES These can be whole tomatoes in juice, crushed, or pureed. My favorites are from the San Marzano region of Italy and are readily available. Essential for quick tomato basil sauces, soups, and stews.

CAPERS, ANCHOVIES, OLIVES, AND HORSERADISH These provide big flavors for instant pasta dishes, jazzing up tuna salad, flavoring mayos, and more.

CHUTNEYS, RELISHES, SALSAS, PICKLES These are essential because you can use them to add sweet and spicy flavors to so many things. I'm never without Major Grey's chutney (for a curried chicken sandwich), New Orleans's famous olive salad, pickled jalapeños, and Indian lime pickle (try a little dab with the curried crayfish turnovers).

CURRY PASTE Try Patak's Indian and Thai red and/or green. A spoonful of one of these can add instant flavor complexity to any number of sauces or creamy condiments. I call for the warm, subtle spice of Indian curry paste in dishes like my Crayfish and Curried Cream Cheese Turnovers. Thai curry pastes and a can of unsweetened coconut milk make a super-easy chicken or shrimp curry with jasmine rice and scallions (or a vegetable curry with eggplant, mushrooms, and other vegetables).

DRIED FRUIT These include raisins, cherries, apricots, figs, sweetened cranberries. Keep just a few varieties on hand to make grain salads, chutneys, cookies, and pan sauces more interesting.

FLOUR Unless specified, assume I mean all-purpose unbleached.

HONEY Choose a good basic variety and then one or two specialty flavors, like lavender, thyme, or chestnut. Beyond tea and biscuits, I use honey to give sweetness (without the grittiness of sugar), flavor, and body to numerous salad dressings, marinades, and sauces.

HOT SAUCE It's no secret that hot sauce is a staple in New Orleans kitchens. It remains one of the most popular souvenirs from the Quarter. Crystal or Louisiana, two of my favorite brands, can be used as an ingredient during the cooking process or as a seasoning at the end. I think Tabasco is more intense, and best reserved for finishing a dish. Most hot sauces strike a balance between chile flavor, vinegar, and heat, so in the end it's a personal question of which flavors you prefer.
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JAMS AND JELLIES I'm a huge fan of pepper jelly, which I use in signature duck recipes. But it's also great spooned over cream cheese and served with crackers—a quintessential southern hors d'oeuvre. I often use apple and other jellies to sweeten sauces. Apricot jam and red currant jelly are great for glazes on sweet or savory tarts. Lemon curd makes an easy dessert with crêpes. I've become addicted to Bauman's Tomato Butter (see Sources, p. 384), which has the texture of apple butter. Dark, slightly sweet, and clove-scented, it's delicious with bagels and cream cheese, or pork and meat loaf sandwiches.

KETCHUP, BARBECUE SAUCE, CHILI SAUCE Slightly sweet and tomatoey, these sauces are essential for more than just French fries. I use ketchup for cocktail sauce, homemade barbecue sauce, and some Asian sauces. Prepared barbecue sauce (I like Stubb's) does wonders for leftover chicken, beef, or pork. I love chili sauce mixed with mayo and other flavorings as a dipping sauce for fritters.

MAYONNAISE I use Hellman's when I don't make my own. The French don't call it a “mother sauce” for nothing. You can add just about anything to mayonnaise to create a perfect condiment for any grilled or roasted meat or even a platter of grilled vegetables. Try adding a spoonful of canned chipotle chile, with a squeeze of lime and a touch of garlic, for a spicy spread for burgers. Or swirl in delicate herbs such as tarragon and dill with lemon zest for a topping for fish. There's no limit to what you can do with mayo and many of the condiments on this list.

MUSTARD When I was a kid, I used to love yellow mustard sandwiches on white bread. I think I may have eaten one too many, because I don't really use it anymore. In my pantry at home and at the restaurant I stock several, such as Dijon, Creole (a mustard flavored with horseradish), and spicy brown, such as Gulden's. There are myriad flavors out there, so have fun picking your own (my absolute favorites are the gourmet mustards from Fauchon, www.fauchon.com). Good mustards are essential for creating classic vinaigrettes, bold sandwiches (Chip loves jalapeño mustard with salami), and more vibrant pan sauces when whisked with pan drippings, water, and stock. Mustards can also replace sauce—I love a spoonful next to steak, lamb, or pork.

NUTS Look for pecans, walnuts, pistachios, peanuts, pine nuts, hazelnuts, pumpkin seeds. Buy in small amounts and store in the freezer to keep them fresh (they'll last up to six months). These are pesto and baking staples, but I also sprinkle nuts on salads and grind them as a coating for fish.

OILS Unlike some chefs, I don't use extra-virgin olive oil for everything. I find its flavor too intense for many dishes. Instead, I tend to go with “pure” olive oil, which has a milder taste and is more versatile. I use it for cooking, in mayonnaise, and in most vinaigrettes. Reserve the more expensive, good-quality extra-virgin olive oil (and use it in smaller quantities) for finishing dressings and sauces, or for drizzling on pasta or bread. Unless I call for extra-virgin, assume that “pure” will suffice. I use vegetable oils, such as canola, peanut, or corn, for frying. For added flavor, I rely on sesame oil, and nut oils (walnut, hazelnut) for Asian dressings and vinaigrettes (particularly in salads that call for nuts). These are quite intense, so start with just a couple of drops and add more as you like.

PEPPER I use freshly ground black pepper. I never got into the habit of using white, though some chefs swear by it for things like béchamel, seafood, and cream soups. I focus more on freshness (buy from a reliable source that has a high turnover) than fancy varieties, but I most often use Tellicherry, because it has a wonderful perfume. Use any pepper mill that you're comfortable with and gets the job done. Crushed red pepper flakes are never far from reach for a quick hit of heat.

RED CHILE PASTE I love the clean, intense flavor of red chile pastes and stir them into all sorts of curries, stir-fries, pasta, and soups. Red chile paste provides the heat of small fresh Thai chiles, which are hard to find, tricky to handle, and don't last nearly as long. Sambal oelek is my favorite variety. I use it in many Asian dishes, such as Vietnamese nuoc cham dipping sauce (with sugar, fish sauce, and lime). Sriracha is a puree, almost like spicy ketchup. For staff meals at the restaurant, we squeeze it onto just about everything, including meat pies, fried rice, and roast chicken and pork. Harissa can be purchased in a tube. I use it more for Mediterranean preparations, such as couscous broth or rouille, a spicy mayonnaise.

SALT Kosher salt is the workhorse in my kitchen. When I call for salt in my recipes, that's the variety I reach for. I also love slightly crunchy sea salts, like Maldon and fleur de sel and sel gris. They are great for both quickly sautéed or slow-simmered fish dishes, and as a garnish on ripe tomatoes or spicy radishes with a dot of butter.

SOY SAUCE Japanese is a given, and I think Kikkoman has the deepest, truest flavor. I also love a sweeter Indonesian soy sauce called ketjap manis. My favorite brand is Conimex (see Sources, p. 384), which my family has used for forty years. If you can't find it, you can make your own by sweetening soy sauce with molasses. Basically, the ratio is for every tablespoon of ketjap manis, substitute 2 teaspoons soy sauce plus 1 teaspoon unsulfured molasses.

STOCKS AND FLAVORFUL COOKING LIQUIDS I store one- and two-cup containers of vegetable, chicken, beef, and fish stock (preferably homemade or a purchased organic brand) in the freezer so I always have them on hand. I love coconut milk, white and red wines, and fruit juices, such as apple cider or carrot juice (available frozen at most health food stores), for adding flavor layers to sauces.

TAHINI This is for my Fast and Foolproof Lemon-Tahini Sauce and for hummus—two things I crave nearly all the time.

VINEGAR My basics include apple cider, white and red wine, sherry wine (my favorite), balsamic, and rice wine. I love fruit vinegars such as raspberry, pear, and cherry. Specific grape varietals, like champagne, muscat, and chardonnay, also add intrigue and are fun to use when you want to add a particular nuance to sauces and dressings. For instance, drizzle some reduced, syrupy balsamic vinegar or muscat vinegar around roasted figs and prosciutto.
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Let's Get the Party Started
Appetizers

Artichoke Dolmades

Cajun-spiced Pecans

Mykonos Taramasalata

Classic N'Awlins Shrimp Boil

Ashley's Pickled Shrimp

Spanish-style Shrimp with Smoked Paprika and Basil

Cornmeal-crusted Crayfish Pies

Slow-scrambled Eggs with Potatoes, Mushrooms, and Bacon

Bahamian Conch Fritters with Cat Island Cocktail Sauce

Smoked Salmon Beignets with Brandied Tomato Sauce

Asparagus Flan with Smoked Salmon-Potato Salad

Crabmeat Gratin with Mushrooms and Artichokes

Oyster, Eggplant, and Tasso Gratin

Poached Oysters with Leeks and Bacon

Pork Quesadillas with Ancho-Mango Sauce

Seared Scallops with Spinach, Bacon, and Tomatoes

Portobello Mushrooms Stuffed with Italian Sausage

Indonesian Pork Satés with Spicy Peanut Sauce

Pork and Shrimp Pot Stickers with Chile-Lime Dipping Sauce

Layered Crêpe Gâteau with Prosciutto, Ham, and Cheese

Peppered Tuna with Asian Guacamole and Hoisin Dipping Sauce

Spicy Shrimp with Tasso Cream and Green Chile Grit Cakes

Bayou “Chicken Wings” with Fines Herbes Butter

Goat Cheese Croutons with Wild Mushrooms in Madeira Cream

Grilled Shrimp with Black Bean Cakes and Coriander Sauce

Crayfish and Curried Cream Cheese Turnovers

Smoked Duck Hash in Puff Pastry with Apple Cider Sauce

[image: ]

In New Orleans, any time you get more than three people together it's a party—and a party in New Orleans means food and lots of it. As far as I'm concerned, appetizers are the most fun, both to eat and to put together. In small dishes, it's easier to work with intense flavors and textures that might be overwhelming as a main course. My appetizers tend to layer several different tastes and textures—I'm crazy for crispy, crunchy bites paired with creamy dips and fillings. The collection in this chapter represents a vast range of the things I love to eat. The dishes are sexy and eclectic, and they span the globe. What's more, your own supply of flavorful pantry staples will enable you to be more creative in a flash. There's something in this chapter for all tastes and skill levels, from Mykonos Taramasalata (p. 23)—a simple, silky puree of fish roe, lemon juice, and olive oil—to a Layered Crêpe Gâteau with Prosciutto, Ham, and Cheese (p. 61), which is fancier but absolutely irresistible and worth the effort.

I think it's fun to put together two small plates to make a full meal, like Crabmeat Gratin with Mushrooms and Artichokes (p. 42) and the Bayona Caesar with Arugula (p. 100).
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Artichoke Dolmades with Lemon Sauce
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MAKES 32 TO 34 STUFFED GRAPE LEAVES

PREP TIME: ABOUT 2 HOURS (INCLUDING 1 HOUR COOKING)



Don't let your opinion of dolmades, stuffed grape leaves, rest on the ubiquitous canned versions, which are tasty but forgettable. Take the time to make these and you'll be rewarded with a fragrant house and a satisfying savory snack for a party or simply for having on hand. Unlike most other versions I've had, this filling is brightly flavored and packed with aromatic ingredients—I add artichoke hearts, preserved lemon, and golden raisins. Pine nuts give these little guys a pleasing crunch, and I love the briny, herbal flavor that the grape leaves impart while they cook—this is the process that forms the sauce—in the lemony liquid.
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RICE

1 tablespoon olive oil, plus more for greasing

¼ cup finely chopped celery

¼ cup finely chopped onion

2 cups white rice

1 bay leaf

½ teaspoon salt



In a medium saucepan with a tight-fitting lid, heat the olive oil over medium-high heat. Add the celery and onion and sweat for 5 minutes, stirring occasionally, until softened but not browned. Stir in the rice and add 2 cups water, bay leaf, and salt. Bring the rice to a boil, cover, reduce the heat to low, and cook for 15 minutes. Remove it from the heat, keep covered, and cool.


ARTICHOKE FILLING

½ cup golden raisins

3 tablespoons olive oil plus 3 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil

2 (14-ounce) cans artichoke hearts, drained and chopped

3 garlic cloves, minced

2 tablespoons finely diced Preserved Lemon (p. 194)

½ cup pine nuts, toasted and coarsely chopped

2 tablespoons fresh lemon juice, plus more to taste

3 tablespoons coarsely chopped fresh dill

3 tablespoons coarsely chopped fresh mint

½ teaspoon salt

¼ teaspoon crushed red pepper flakes Rice



In a small bowl, cover the raisins with steaming hot water; soak them until plump, 5 to 10 minutes, and drain. Pat the raisins dry with paper towels and coarsely chop; set aside.

Heat the 3 tablespoons olive oil in a medium skillet over medium-high heat and add the artichokes. Stir and cook about 3 minutes, add the garlic, and cook 2 more minutes. Scrape the vegetables into a large bowl and add the diced lemon, pine nuts, lemon juice, dill, mint, salt, and red pepper, along with the raisins, extra-virgin olive oil, and the cooked rice. Stir with a spatula and taste for seasoning, adding lemon juice as needed.


TO ASSEMBLE

⅓ cup olive oil, plus more for greasing dish

16 ounces grape leaves from a jar or can, packed in brine

Artichoke filling

⅓ cup white wine

⅓ cup fresh lemon juice



Preheat the oven to 350°F. Grease a 13 × 9-inch baking dish with olive oil.

[image: ]
Drain the grape leaves in a colander. Place them in a medium saucepan, cover with fresh water, bring the water to a boil, then drain the leaves and cool. Take an individual leaf and spread it on a work surface, with the smoother, shiny side down and dull veined side facing up. The small stem should be pointing toward you; use a paring knife to trim it from the bottom of the leaf. Place a heaping tablespoon of filling about an inch above the bottom edge of the leaf. Fold the bottom edge over the filling and roll, egg-roll style, wrapping the sides of the leaf around the mixture starting approximately halfway up the leaf. The dolmades should be firm but not wrapped too tightly, as they will expand with further cooking.

[image: ]
Place the filled dolmades seam side down in the baking dish, arranged snugly together. Drizzle them with the olive oil, wine, lemon juice, and enough water to just cover. Place a weight, such as a plate or small casserole dish, on top (this will help submerge them in the liquid, which will finish cooking the rice). Cover the dish with foil or a lid and bake for 1 hour, or until the rice filling is completely cooked.

You can serve the dolmades hot or cold, but I like them best at room temperature. If you're not serving them immediately, let them cool completely, cover with plastic, and refrigerate for up to three days.


Cajun-spiced Pecans
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MAKES 1 CUP

PREP TIME: 15 MINUTES



These lend a spicy bite to just about any green salad, particularly Crispy Smoked Quail Salad with Bourbon-Molasses Dressing (p. 127). But they're also a delicious snack to serve with any of the killer cocktails in the last chapter.
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1 tablespoon butter

1 cup pecan halves (4 ounces)

2 tablespoons sugar

2 teaspoons Worcestershire sauce

¼ teaspoon salt

¼ teaspoon cayenne



Preheat the oven to 325°F.

In a medium skillet, melt the butter over medium heat. Add the pecans and remaining ingredients and toss to coat evenly. Spread the pecans on a baking sheet and bake for 7 to 10 minutes, until lightly toasted. Cool completely, then loosen from the baking sheet with a metal spatula. Store any leftovers in an airtight tin.
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Mykonos Taramasalata
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MAKES 2 CUPS

PREP TIME: ABOUT 25 MINUTES



If you love mayonnaise as much as I do, you will love this silky Greek fish roe spread, since it's basically a salty, lemony mayonnaise made with coral-colored carp roe (also called tarama), which is available in most stores that sell Greek or Mediterranean products. It may sound unusual, but this aromatic puree is absolutely addictive. It's particularly satisfying with bone-dry white wine, Seasoned Pita Crisps (p. 89), and crunchy vegetables such as carrots, celery, and fennel. Or serve a creamy dollop with sliced smoked salmon on toast points. If you've never worked with tarama, you'll find it drier and more firmly packed than caviar, but it crumbles easily in a food processor.
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4 ounces (½ cup) tarama, or carp roe

¼ small onion, minced

1 garlic clove, minced

6 tablespoons fresh lemon juice (about 2 medium lemons)

½ teaspoon paprika

2 cups olive oil

Hot sauce



Place the tarama, onion, garlic, lemon juice, and paprika in the bowl of a food processor and pulse for 30 seconds, until the tarama is crumbly and the ingredients are combined. With the motor running, slowly add the olive oil until all is incorporated and the mixture is the consistency of mayonnaise. Taste for seasoning, and add more lemon juice and hot sauce as desired.


Classic N'Awlins Shrimp Boil
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MAKES 8 TO 12 SERVINGS

PREP TIME: ABOUT 1 HOUR



No self-respecting resident of Louisiana will need this recipe! Everyone in this state has his or her own method (complete with secret ingredients—I know one guy who uses Tang, the powdered orange drink) for boiling shrimp, crab, and crayfish. For outsiders, here's a brief rundown of the basics.

Start with the freshest, sweetest shrimp available. I love to add spicy sausage and potatoes to the pot, but by all means, omit or add what you like (even Tang).

The peeling process may throw some people off, but that's part of the fun. This recipe calls for 2 pounds of shrimp, so you can get a feel for it before you move up to the more common 20-pound party batch. If you can get your hands on some crabs or crayfish, you will need to go a bit stronger on the seasoning and the cooking time, as those hard shells need more spice and more time to absorb the other flavors.
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2 small bags “crab boil,” or 4 bay leaves
1 teaspoon whole allspice
10 whole cloves
8 sprigs fresh thyme, or 1 teaspoon dried
2 tablespoons coriander seeds
2 tablespoons mustard seeds
1 teaspoon celery seeds

1 tablespoon salt

2 lemons, cut in half

1 tablespoon cayenne, or as much as you can stand

2 garlic bulbs, cut in half horizontally

1 onion, quartered

1 pound small potatoes, such as red bliss or Yukon gold

1 pound andouille sausage, sliced into 8 pieces

2 pounds medium or large whole fresh shrimp



If you're not using the commercial crab boil, wrap the seasonings in cheesecloth and use kitchen twine to secure the bundle. Place the spices, 1 gallon water, salt, lemons, cayenne, garlic, onion, and potatoes in a large pot (squeeze the lemons over the water as you throw them in), and bring to a boil. Reduce the heat and simmer at least 10–15 minutes, until the potatoes are just about cooked through. Return the heat to boiling and add the sausage and shrimp. Cook for 5–7 more minutes, until the shrimp are cooked through (they will turn bright pink).

Drain the pot carefully, to serve hot or at room temperature. Remove the cheesecloth bag and lemons, if desired, and then serve the shrimp, garlic, sausage, and potatoes in a large bowl, or just dump them out on a table covered with newspaper and get peeling! If you are using the shrimp for salad or another recipe, cool it completely, then peel and refrigerate until ready to use.






The easiest way to season boiled shrimp (and/or crabs and crayfish) is with purchased “crab boil” and plenty of salt, which creates the full flavor associated with a spicy boil. My favorite brands are Zatarain's and Rex, and they are widely available. Crab boil comes in three different forms: liquid, powder, and nifty net bags of whole spices, which is my choice at home. The liquid and powdered varieties tend to have additives, and while some people find them easier to use, I prefer the natural ingredients in the net bags.
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Ashley's Pickled Shrimp
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MAKES 4 TO 6 SERVINGS

PREP TIME: ABOUT 1 HOUR, PLUS MARINATING TIME



Who would have thought you could improve upon a good old-fashioned New Orleans shrimp boil? A former Bayona sous chef, Ashley Hykes, showed me it was possible. Serve these shrimp bathing in their colorful marinade in a pretty bowl, along with other appetizers, for a party, or serve them for lunch with deviled eggs, a big green salad, and some bread or croutons for soaking up the pleasingly tart juice perfumed with citrus and vinegar.
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ASHLEY'S MARINADE

¼ cup fresh lemon juice

½ cup apple cider or red wine vinegar

2 teaspoons Dijon mustard

¼ cup sugar

1 garlic clove, minced

1 cup olive oil

½ teaspoon kosher salt

½ teaspoon freshly ground black pepper

1 large red onion, thinly sliced

3 tablespoons capers

2 bay leaves, preferably fresh

2 tablespoons chopped fresh flat-leaf parsley



Whisk everything together in a large bowl.




SHRIMP

1 lemon, quartered

1 bag crab boil (see page 25), or 4 bay leaves
1 tablespoon coriander seeds
1 tablespoon mustard seeds
1 teaspoon crushed red pepper flakes
2 tablespoons kosher salt or coarse sea salt

2 pounds medium or large shrimp, peeled and deveined, leaving tails intact

Ashley's Marinade



Place a large pot containing about 1 gallon water over high heat. Squeeze the lemon quarters into the water, then drop them in. Add all the spices and seasonings and bring to a boil. Reduce the heat and simmer for about 5 minutes, then add the shrimp and return to the boil. Cook for 3–4 minutes, until the shrimp are cooked (they'll become opaque and the tails will turn bright pink). Drain the pot well and transfer the still-warm shrimp to the bowl of marinade. Marinate the shrimp for at least 15 minutes or store them, covered, in the refrigerator up to one day before serving.


Spanish-style Shrimp
with Smoked Paprika and Basil
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MAKES 4 APPETIZERS OR 2 ENTRÉES

PREP TIME: ABOUT 35 MINUTES



This recipe is based on the much-loved Spanish dish called Gambas al Ajillo, or shrimp with garlic. The basil is not a traditional ingredient, but I like how its fresh flavor pairs with the sweet, garlicky shrimp. Smoked Spanish paprika, or pimentón, has a unique flavor and is well worth tracking down. You can find it at most specialty food stores, or in Latin markets. It's typically much cheaper at the latter.
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2 tablespoons olive oil

3 garlic cloves, thinly sliced

1 pound medium shrimp (21–25 count), peeled and deveined, heads kept intact

½ teaspoon crushed red pepper flakes

Salt

¼ cup dry sherry or white wine

½ teaspoon smoked Spanish paprika

2 tablespoons butter

1 tablespoon chopped fresh basil



Heat the oil in a wide skillet over medium-high heat until it's shimmering. Reduce the heat to low, add the garlic, and cook until light golden brown. Use a slotted spoon to remove the garlic from the oil; drain on paper towels.

Raise the heat to medium-high, add the shrimp and red pepper, and cook for 2–3 minutes, until the shrimp turn pink. Lightly salt the shrimp, then carefully add the sherry and paprika and mix well. Return the garlic to the pan, swirl in the butter, and cook 1 more minute, stirring. Add the basil, toss or stir to combine the ingredients, and taste to adjust seasonings. Serve immediately, preferably with good, crusty bread to sop up the warm sauce.


Cornmeal-crusted Crayfish Pies
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MAKES 8 INDIVIDUAL PIES

PREP TIME: 1 HOUR 15 MINUTES, PLUS BAKING TIME



There's a reason Hank Williams was inspired to write and sing “Jambalaya and a crawfish pie and filé gumbo…” Crayfish (pronounced “craw-fish” in Louisiana) pies are a beloved New Orleans snack, and this recipe has more vibrant flavor than traditional versions. With a spicy, savory filling encased in slightly sweet cornmeal dough, these crispy little pies are a somewhat refined take on one of my favorite Jazz Fest treats. Serve them with plenty of cold beer.
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CORNMEAL PIE CRUST

2½ cups all-purpose flour

¾ cup cornmeal

1 tablespoon sugar

1¼ teaspoons salt

½ pound (2 sticks) plus 1 tablespoon cold butter

⅜ cup sour cream



Place the flour, cornmeal, sugar, and salt in the bowl of a food processor. Pulse to combine. Add the butter in small pieces and pulse into the dry mix just until coarse pebbles form. Transfer the mixture to a large bowl. By hand, gradually work in the sour cream and ¼ cup ice water. The dough should be soft and pliable but not sticky. Adjust as necessary with flour or water. Chill the dough for at least 30 minutes (or up to a day in advance).

To prepare the pies, preheat the oven to 350°F. Divide the dough into 8 equal parts. Roll each part into a very thin (⅛-inch) round and drape it into a 4-ounce tart pan or individual gratin dish. Cover each shell with parchment paper or foil and fill with pie weights or dried beans. Place the pie shells on a baking sheet and bake for 10–12 minutes, until lightly golden. Remove the beans and parchment and bake 1–2 minutes longer. Don't let them color too much, because they will be baked again with the filling. Let them cool to room temperature.


CRAYFISH FILLING

1 tablespoon olive oil

1 tablespoon butter

½ medium onion, diced

1 celery stalk, diced

1 small green or red bell pepper, diced

½ fennel bulb, diced, optional

1 garlic clove, minced

3 scallions, sliced thin

3 tablespoons chopped fresh parsley

2 tablespoons flour

¾ cup Chicken Stock (p. 206) or Vegetable Stock (p. 204), or ½ cup stock and ¼ cup milk or cream

Zest and juice of 1 medium lemon (about 2 teaspoons zest and 3 tablespoons juice)

½ teaspoon Worcestershire sauce

1 pound cooked and peeled crayfish tails, coarsely chopped

Salt and pepper

Hot sauce

Crispy bacon bits, diced pickled jalapeños, and sliced scallions, for garnish

Cornmeal Pie Crust



Heat the oil and butter in a large skillet over medium-high heat. Add the onion, celery, bell pepper, and fennel, if using, and sauté for about 5 minutes, until softened. Add the garlic, scallions, and parsley and cook for 2–3 minutes more. Sprinkle the vegetables with the flour and stir. Whisk in the stock, lemon zest and juice, and Worcestershire sauce. Add the crayfish and simmer for a few more minutes, until the crayfish is warm. Adjust the seasonings with salt, pepper, and hot sauce. Cool to room temperature or refrigerate until ready to make pies.

Fill each cooled shell with 3 ounces (about 6 tablespoons) of crayfish filling. Set them on a baking sheet and bake at 350°F until hot and bubbly, about 15 minutes. Serve warm or at room temperature.






Put your fear of pastry aside—this cornmeal pie dough is not sticky and is absolutely wonderful to work with. If you don't want to bother blind-baking pie shells you can simply prepare these as little turnovers. Roll each portion of dough into a 6-inch round, place a few tablespoons of filling on one half, fold the other side over the top, and crimp the edges together with a fork or your fingers. Brush them with egg wash, if you like, and bake at 350°F until golden, about 25–30 minutes, or deep-fry them—which is more traditional.








Louisiana Crayfish

I cook only with Louisiana crayfish—accept no substitutes! Frozen varieties are available from China, but they have no texture or flavor. That's because the fat that normally coats fresh crayfish does not freeze well (it tends to go rancid before the tail meat does), so it's rinsed off before freezing. But crayfish needs that fat to retain its sweet flavor. Your best bet is to choose a Louisiana source (see Sources, p. 384) whose crayfish are frozen close to the end of the January-to-June season. Better yet, buy a few pounds of fresh crayfish and freeze them yourself, but use them up within four weeks.
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Slow-scrambled Eggs with Potatoes,
Mushrooms, and Bacon
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MAKES 4 SERVINGS

PREP TIME: ABOUT 40 MINUTES



For years, I would eat eggs only as an excuse to have bacon and hash browns. And then I made this discovery—the French method of slow cooking. The results of this technique are so good, I'd be perfectly happy to eat the eggs plain, without embellishment, but in this version I still get my potatoes and bacon. This dish requires patience: it's tempting to turn the heat up and finish the eggs quickly, but if you do, they will lose the creamy, custardy consistency that elevates this dish beyond breakfast. Try these eggs as a first course before something simple and light, such as a vegetable or chicken sauté, or grilled fish or beef. You can also serve them for brunch, with fresh fruit or a green salad.
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POTATOES, MUSHROOMS, AND BACON

1 large potato, peeled and diced

Salt

2 strips thick-sliced bacon, diced

¼ pound button mushrooms, stemmed and quartered

Pepper



Put the potato dice in a small pot, cover with cold water, and add a pinch of salt. Bring it to a boil, then reduce the heat and simmer until cooked through but still firm, about 5 minutes. Drain and cool. In a medium skillet, cook the bacon until crispy. Remove it with tongs or a slotted spoon and drain on paper towels. Add the potatoes to the leftover bacon fat, and cook over medium heat until golden brown and crisp on all sides, about 7 minutes. Add the mushrooms, season with salt and pepper, and continue to cook until mushrooms are tender and lightly brown. Drain any excess fat from the pan and set it aside while you cook the eggs.

SLOW-SCRAMBLED EGGS


3 tablespoons butter

10 eggs

2 tablespoons heavy cream

Salt and pepper



Melt 1 tablespoon butter in a small, heavy-bottomed saucepan over medium-low heat. In a medium bowl, lightly beat the eggs and cream. Pour the eggs into the pan and stir with a wooden spoon or plastic spatula until they just begin to thicken, about 10 minutes.

At this point, lower the heat, add the remaining 2 tablespoons butter, season with salt and pepper, and continue to stir. Don't cheat—in order to make the eggs as creamy as possible, it's important to stir gently and continuously, and take your time. When the eggs begin to thicken, after about 5 minutes, remove the pot from the heat.


TO ASSEMBLE

4 individual brioche rolls, or 2 slices good-quality bread, crusts removed, sliced in half into triangles

Potatoes, Mushrooms, and Bacon

Slow-Scrambled Eggs

Snipped fresh chives, for garnish



Warm the brioche or toast the bread lightly. Set the potato-mushroom mixture over medium heat, add the bacon, and warm thoroughly. Return the eggs to low heat and cook until they will just barely hold together and resemble a thick, creamy sauce, then spoon them over the brioche or toast. Spoon the potato mixture over or around the eggs and sprinkle with chives.






Truffles and eggs are a friendly, elegant combination and a great way to elevate this dish. If you're lucky enough to get hold of a fresh truffle, place it in a bowl with the whole eggs and cover tightly with plastic wrap. Refrigerate overnight, and the eggs will absorb the truffle aroma through their porous shells! (They absorb other smells too, which is why it's best to store them in their carton.) If you don't have a truffle, a drop or two of truffle oil at the end of cooking will do the trick.
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