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  Foreword


  Hilton Als, writer and critic for The New Yorker, reminisces about his childhood visits to Harlem and how art, music and food lured him back to this legendary neighbourhood.


  FIRST WHAT WE WOULD DO was collect glass Coke bottles – this was in the late 1960s. You could get refund money for that, a few pennies for each bottle, but that added up. I would put my little brother in the red wagon we both owned – a gift from our father, who didn’t live with us – and then I’d load the wagon up with Coke bottles, the baby and glass bottles clanging delightedly on their way to the store. Then, once the cart was clear, I’d pool my money with my tough first cousin, Donna – she was five years older than me and when big boys bothered me, she beat them up – and then, when we had enough dimes and nickels and pennies rolled up, we’d sneak away from Brooklyn, where we lived, and take the A train all the way to Manhattan and the Apollo, to see James Brown. We weren’t allowed to go so far on the train on our own, but we lied, somehow, and once divested of the burden of the truth, there Donna and I would be, sporting our “naturals”; Donna, the teenager, grown-like and smoking a cigarette, standing with me in the balcony – who could keep still? – enthralled by rhythms and the feelings rhythms generate, all produced by a genius who spared no physical or psychic expense to express his art, and how our collective heart fit into it. This celebration of bodies and sound – we were one with the Apollo audience; we were the body James wanted to wrest love from – was my first visit to Harlem, and after that Harlem was always one body to me, a beautiful black mass with many questions, including what was its relationship to the rest of the city, the nation as a whole, all those places outside Harlem that, in the 1970s, didn’t give a shit about the neighbourhood’s fabled past and raggedy present, while Harlem, one black body, fought for, and sometimes won, a kind of self-conferred dignity. While James sang, “Say it loud, I’m black and I’m proud!”, and we did because that’s the way we felt in our naturals and dashikis, it was something we had to fight for, too. I remember after seeing James Brown at the Apollo, that I would then go uptown with my older sister, Bonnie, to demonstrate at what was called the “site” – this was in the 1970s – an area of Harlem we were trying to save, we didn’t want the government to build on it, and we would sleep on the ground with so many other people, all in front of where the State Office Building now stands (President Clinton has his office there now), and what I remember most about that experience is how our collective black body tried to stop that which could not be stopped, but we tried anyway.


  And that was the point: to try. Together. To me, as a child, then, Harlem was a village that represented one black body – black America – which grew through craftiness and invention and intuition, a world where who I was was not separate from who everyone else was, a world where other worlds pertaining to black culture, politics, and so on, nestled deep in the landscape filled with black-owned businesses, the clamour of public debate, and marquees announcing black movies promoting black fantasies. As a student at Columbia University, I rarely went to Harlem; I wanted to be a different self by then. This is the work of youth, to imagine you are not yourself or a self with a past. I did not want to be part of a collective anything; the fantasy was that I was I, and I belonged to me. But things change, and the world teaches you that if you don’t belong to any other body than your own, the stars are cold. This changed when I started going to the Studio Museum in Harlem again. When Thelma Golden became the museum’s director in 2005, I was reintroduced to the world I had left behind – and that was on the brink of becoming even more itself than when I became one of the region’s prodigal sons. Marcus’s welcome table was, of course, the place to herald one’s return. I first went to the Red Rooster in the spring of 2010, before it opened officially. Marcus and Thelma were hosting a dinner for the artist Mark Bradford. One saw, on the walls, art by Lorna Simpson and Ming Smith – iconic images that described, in photos, painting, and so on, the black body that I once knew but now knew in a different way, in part because Marcus celebrated it in a different way. Without jettisoning blackness, he was introducing blackness to what he knew of the world through his travels in Ethiopia, in Sweden, in London and Paris.


  Harlem was a village that represented one black body – black America – which grew through craftiness and invention and intuition.


  Through his food, his milieu, that long-ago evening filled with artists and talk about art, Marcus was celebrating all that which he was doing at the Red Rooster, and all I felt at the Apollo and have always longed for, even when I didn’t know it: the joy and ardour it takes to hope, and to effect change.


  


  [image: Illustration]


  Preface


  RIGHT NOW IN HARLEM, times are changing. An entire neighbourhood awakes and wonders about the new thing coming, about the legends closing, about the who and what, despite it all, still remains. Right now in Harlem, 125th Street stretches from river to river. On the west side, Lincoln Fried Chicken is still serving down-home meals behind bullet-proof glass. Right now you can walk a little further east and see a botanical store crammed with religious relics – St. Agnes of Assisi and St. Dominic in glass; St. Sabinus and St. Thomas in clay. The Chinese god of fortune, Caishen, is covered in gold leaf and tucked in the corner of the window display; a blue figurine of Vishnu stands alongside him. Behind the religious souvenirs are a stunning array of plastic flowers. Right now in Harlem, a florista is selling items meant to last.


  Right now men are gathered, waiting for service at Levels, getting a shape-up, trading stories, telling neighbourhood gossip. A six-year-old boy is getting a haircut. His father is just an arm’s reach away. Hold still and be brave, Little Man. Right now all along 125th Street, places that have not made it leave markings of their passing. M&G’s Soul Food is long gone, but the Capsule clothing shop that’s there now doesn’t have the heart to take down the sign. If you’re lost, M&G, printed in money green, and Soul Food, written in red and surrounded by a smiling yellow, can orient you. This is Harlem, it says, and I am here. Just beyond, Showmans’ black awning gives the sidewalk shade. This jazz haunt has made music its religion since 1942. That and LaGree Baptist Church anchors the block. Red Lobster and Chase Banks and the Gap can turn you around in Harlem, but the Apollo and Hotel Theresa point out where you are.


  Right now, Harlem is delicious. On the corner of 125th and Frederick Douglass Avenue, I turn my head south and see Little Senegal steeped in barter and food. Then I look north. Charles’ Country Pan Fried Chicken is beyond my sight, but I know it’s there. Smothered pork chops, hoppin’ John, and fried chicken so good it makes you believe in prayer. Charles and his soul food are not alone. Whether hidden or right on an avenue, Harlem is cooking. An entire neighbourhood is draped in spice and smells: cumin, garlic, brown sugar. And if that’s not enough, take a peek and pause at the folks selling a heart’s desire: wooden bracelets, gold-plated necklaces, sun dresses, bed sheets, Jamaican beef patties. You are in Harlem. Right now, Muscle Dan is doing chin-ups on the lamp post; people on tour buses take out their iPhones and snap the sight. Dan’s not there for them, he’s there for us. He is a lesson for the neighbourhood: look at me, you can get in shape anywhere.


  Right now, my Rooster marks the halfway point of 125th Street. I want to stop; I want to talk to our maître d’, Zee Johnson, and our chef, Kingsley John, but more than that I want to walk river to river. I want to see how one street can change and change again. How one street can map success. Look at me, it says, you are standing on a marvel; you are surrounded by the extraordinary. Harlem is a slow seduction. What is ugly keeps bumping into the beautiful. Right now everything in Harlem turns heads. Chaos is happening underneath the Metro-North bridge. Three ambulances are waiting for folks to get high and drop. Right now, the K2 epidemic is happening; it smells and acts like crack. Walk a block on 125th and wade through 1986. But right now in Harlem, we are beating that back. There is a woman clucking and cooing over a basket perched on the back of the bike. Nothing but a child would receive that kind of care and endless worry. I take a peek through her arms: it’s a dog, cleaner than this woman will ever be. What’s its name, I ask her. I haven’t done that yet, she tells me.


  Harlem is a slow seduction. What is ugly keeps bumping into the beautiful.


  Right now, at Lexington Avenue, at the mouth of the 4, 5, 6 subway stop, a drug dealer is yelling a job, “15 dollars for 15 minutes. Wanna make 15 dollars in 15 minutes?” Some kid stalls on the stairs. He’s twelve, maybe fourteen. I wonder if he is making the same calculation I am. There are 1,440 minutes in a day. 10,080 in a week. 43,200 in a month. He could make rent with all that money; pay back every debt his mother owed, Con Edison and telephone bills handled. A young woman with a Pathmark grocery bag on one hip and a toddler on the other is watching the kid weigh his options. Her gold hoop earrings glint in the sun. “Don’t you need to catch the train?”


  “Yeah.” They walk down the steps. Right now, such small good news doesn’t get in the papers, but those of us who live here need to know it all the same. We know alongside the small news, there is great news. Check this. There are Toni Morrisons and Miles Davises; there are Ellas and Mayas and Michael Jacksons in every building on every corner. All of us sing and cook and write our grievances and our triumphs. Nina and Baldwin inspire, but so do little brother and sister around the way. It all goes into my soup. I walk across 125th, looking at what still stands and who walks, through a triple lens: Ethiopian, Swedish, American. I can see Harlem and America and Gothenburg, a fishing village. I’m standing on a Harlem sidewalk, but I can see and feel and taste a dusty road in Addis.


  Right now in Harlem, for every bank and chicken wing franchise joint, there is a small business owner who has spent a decade trying to figure out how to cater to a neighbourhood he has fallen in love with. For every man or woman who has succumbed to that spell, I want to tell them: go for it, do it. I want to pass the word like gospel. Let me tell you something: right now in Harlem authorship is on the move. This is ours, we tell each other. We have made it, chopped it, cooked it, played it. This is our story. Gordon Parks, photographer, musician, writer, film director, paved a way for us. Bear witness, he told us. That was his gift to the neighbourhood. Whatever goes down, whatever turns up – make food and music and dance and story out of it. Right now and since forever, the world keeps telling us there’s only room for one: Serena and that’s it. Toni and that’s it. I wonder if they can hear Harlem across the divide. Come one, come all. That’s how we wrestle with urban renewal, black removal. The church ladies know this, and so do the hustlers. Right now in Harlem, we don’t shy away from the ugly; we don’t bow our heads to what’s beautiful. We just keep asking, how does all this new shit fit with the old? Right now in Harlem there’s room; there’s hope; there’s inspiration; there’s good food. I may not be able to explain the magic, but it is there. To be in Harlem and make it takes luck, but nobody told me different.


  One thing is certain, wherever you are, you should come to Harlem – right now.


  INTRODUCTION


  1.


  [image: Illustration] I HELD THE DOOR OPEN FOR HIM. That was my first mistake. “Give me your fucking money, Man.” It was the point of his knife in my back making me rise up on tiptoe, not the menace in his voice. For a second, I thought it was one of my friends playing a joke, but his ripe smell – piss, smoke, funk – told me this wasn’t a game. I stood in my building’s foyer, my bag of laundry at my side. “I’m serious, Man. Gimme the money.”


  “Okay. Okay”, I said, as I slid my hand into my back pocket for my wallet. I’d never been held up before, but living in New York City, imagining just what would you do if some guy pulled a gun on you, was more than an idle thought. If it ever happened to me, I’d just hand it over, I remember thinking, when my friends were trading heroic scenarios. But I never imagined the sweat. Not my attacker’s, mine. It was fall in the evening, the air held a bite, but sweat pooled under my arms, down my chest.


  “Come on, hurry it up”, he hissed, pushing my shoulder, spinning me around. He was a white guy, my height. His red Gap shirt was torn in three places; his jeans were filthy. He had a kitchen knife in his hand. A ten-inch blade. I was being robbed with a chef’s knife. I handed over the eighty bucks I had just gotten from the ATM. “The wallet! The wallet, too.”


  “Okay, okay.” I tugged my wallet out of my back pocket and handed it over. He inched away from me, then turned to walk quickly out of the building. His knife looked like the kind my grandmother used to cut potatoes and chicken back in Sweden. It was my weapon of choice when I cooked at Aquavit. He didn’t know it, but this guy had just mugged me with my family and livelihood. By the time he had gotten to the curb, I realized what he had done and what I was letting him get away with. I took off after him.


  It took me a minute to realize I was negotiating with my mugger.


  “Wait! Wait!”


  “What the fuck, Man. Back off.”


  “You’ve got my papers. Give me back my papers.” I was working as a chef, but I had come to America with a tourist visa, not a working visa. I had heard stories about people who had been caught without their visas and as punishment weren’t allowed to re-enter the States for five years. Five years away from America. Five years shut out of New York. No way. I’m not sure what I looked like as I walked closer to him, but whatever my expression, the guy took several steps back.


  “What’re you talking about? Stop moving.”


  “Yeah, I will. Just give me my papers!” I followed him as he crossed the street.


  “Look. Just stay where you are, okay?” We were separated by the length of a Toyota Camry. He pulled my wallet out of his front pocket and slapped it on the hood of the car. “Okay. So what does it look like? This one?”


  He held up my Swedish ID card. “No, but I need that. Let me have that back.” It took me a minute to realize I was negotiating with my mugger. My Swedish driver’s licence wouldn’t spend and neither would my Con Edison bill. The more determined I became to get back all those squares of paper that verified my status as an immigrant, as a man, the more scared my robber became. My life sat in a heap on the hood. The robber was shaking.


  “You’re crazy, Man. Crazy!” Then he took off.


  I went to the police station. While sitting on the bench, I thought about the guy who held me up. He had looked like a school teacher who had been out of work for a couple of years. He wore glasses and the left lens was shattered. One of his arms was laced with scars. That guy was broke and scared and desperate. And what had he seen in me? Was there something about my Adidas hat and jeans that screamed loads of money? I left the station after twenty minutes without reporting the incident. Why bother? I clearly wasn’t in Sweden any more. There were bigger problems happening in this station than mine. I had almost forgotten why I had been so absent-minded, why I held open the door for my mugger to walk through in the first place.


  That day, I moved to Harlem.


  2.


  I was doing a promotion for Aquavit at the Observatory Hotel in Sydney, Australia, when the World Trade Center was struck. My good friend and chef de cuisine, Nils Norén, woke me up with the news, and together we watched footage of the attack on BBC. The video ran on a loop, and because the reporter failed to mention the cross streets, I imagined all of Manhattan under rubble and ash. The chef of Windows on the World, Michael Lomonaco, was kind enough to let me cook there a week before. The breakfast crew had helped me set up. They were great guys. Even before I returned to a stunned city, I knew the world had changed. On my hotel bed, with my head in my hands, hard questions hounded and haunted me: What am I doing? What is this all for? Should I still cook?


  3.


  “I’m out.”


  “Excuse me?” I was talking with Mark, good friend of mine, and a fellow chef over a beer after work.


  He waved his hand over his chef whites, “This. I’m getting out of this.” Mark had this idea of opening a place with beer and organic apples. He wanted to set up TVs to show soccer matches. And he’d do it all in Brooklyn.


  “Brooklyn?”


  “Yeah. Brooklyn. I’m going to call it The Diner.” I felt as if Mark was speaking Welsh. What the hell? We were chefs, and not to sound conceited, we were chefs who operated at a certain tier. Our lives were about chasing James Beard awards and visiting places in France. We created highly technical dishes, ones that took tweezers and squeeze bottles to plate. And foam. Yes. I did foams. So did Mark. “Joey’s getting out, too.”


  “Really?”


  “Yeah, he wants to open this place downtown. Extra Virgin. No muss, no fuss.”


  “I mean . . . I think.” I laughed and took a swallow of beer.


  “I’m going to go for it. I think I’m ready to cook and be happy”, he paused. “At the same time.”


  Harlem is the Apollo and the young woman who stands inside thinking, I’m going to get this. Harlem is poverty. Harlem is wealth. Harlem is America.


  I took the train back home to Harlem and replayed the conversation over in my head. To cook and be happy. I was happy with cooking, wasn’t I? I started to think about all the culinary techniques I had learned, skills that I performed with precision every day. My dishes had a point of view – edgy Swedish cuisine with a lot of Asian notes underneath. I noticed peaking food trends and then riffed on them. So was I happy with cooking? No. I was in love with it. I approached my profession with this overwhelming desire, tinged with vanity. My life was foie gras and microgreens. But what if it didn’t have to be like that?


  My mother had frequently asked me over the course of my career: “Why do you always have to travel so far to cook in your restaurant? You should cook in your neighbourhood. Not just fine folk would like to eat your food.” Remembering my mother’s gentle admonishment, along with Mark’s departure, made me think about next steps. Where was I happiest? Harlem. It was the only place I had ever lived where I felt both invisible and noticed. I could be Chef and just a black guy. When I was twelve years old, my adoptive father introduced me to my heroes: James Baldwin, Maya Angelou, James Brown, Nina Simone. “Look up to them, Marcus. Follow their footsteps. Or try to. Förstår du?” I wasn’t sure if I really did understand, but I nodded solemnly anyway. These men and women had outsized lives and achievements. They were that good; what they could create was that rare. To read Ellison, to listen to Ella was like watching magic unfold. My twelve-year-old self listened to my father and thought the people who he told me to look up to were magisk neger. Magical Negroes. I didn’t know it at the time, but most of my heroes had found a home in or been inspired by Harlem.


  It’s one of the many reasons that I go to sleep and wake up with thoughts of authorship. Who writes our stories? Who chronicles our tales of cooking it, playing it, writing it? Baldwin, Gordon, the Apollo, Jacob Lawrence, Paul Mooney, James Brown, Malcolm – that’s my neighbourhood. Why wouldn’t I want to cook for the people who lived there?


  Opening Rooster has meant I get to cook and be happy. At the same time. We make dishes inspired by the South and the Great Migration. I offer the food I grew up with, big dishes that made you suck your fingers. Good lumpy gravy with odd-shaped kroppkaka, Swedish potato dumpling. But my food also comes out of church cooking, home cooking, diners and the Southern tradition of meat and three. It’s black culture, but it’s for everyone. It’s the bird and the pig. It’s bourbon. I don’t think I changed so much from living and working in Harlem, as I found a certain kind of orientation. The meet-and-greet that happens in Harlem is real and important. Honey and sugar aren’t ingredients, they’re words of endearment used to say hello. Up here, we like it when you eat with your whole body, elbows and all. Women restaurateurs like Leah Chase, B. Smith, Edna Lewis, Alberta Wright, Melba Wilson, and Sylvia Woods set the tone. And I think I was smart enough to follow their example.


  Muscoota, that’s what Native Americans called this section of Harlem. Run your eye across the page quickly enough, and the name looks like the word music.


  But what I love best is how Harlem and the Rooster allow me to play, to learn, to dream. Muscoota, that’s what Native Americans called this section of Harlem. Run your eye across the page quickly enough, and the name looks like the word music. Which fits. Music, food, dance, song. In Harlem you can do all of that inside four walls. There’s room for me here. My pickled herring runs alongside the mac and cheese, and my neighbours love it. To be given the space to do my own thing is a gift.


  Five years later and Rooster is a happy place. In all the restaurants I worked at before, I never considered being truly happy. Or being satisfied with the work I had done, instead thinking about everything I hadn’t gotten to. This doesn’t mean I’m skipping in place, but most days I revel in the joys. Instead of bowing to pressure, I’m prone to riding that tension and letting it take me to someplace new. I think of all those who have authored Harlem. I wonder if my personal scrawl is worthy to be read alongside theirs. I thank all the troubles I’ve been though. They got me here. They got me to Harlem.


  4.


  What Harlem is, is constantly changing. It is a place that comes at you like a duet or a trio. Some avenues reveal a quartet of interest, while on side streets, a soloist steps out and breaks into song.


  Harlem is Langston. Harlem is allure. Harlem is jazz. Harlem is my wife, standing on an avenue sidewalk with chickpea flour perched on her head. “Come on, Marcus, let’s hurry.” We walk as if we are hungry and destined. Harlem is love. And strife. And sorrow. Harlem is art. Harlem is the Apollo and the young woman who stands inside thinking, I’m going to get this. Harlem is poverty. Harlem is wealth. Harlem is America.


  Harlem is my home.
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  THE PANTRY


  FOUR AVENUES CONVERGE to inform the pantry at the Red Rooster.


  First is the food of the Great Migration, dishes brought north by Southern blacks and subtly changed in their new environment.


  Second is the global emigration – the Italians, Jews, Chinese, Puerto Ricans, Mexicans, Caribs, West Africans who form the ever-changing landscape of Harlem.


  Third is my own background: my roots in Sweden, my training as a chef in Europe, my work as a chef on cruise ships, my discovery of the cuisine of Ethiopia, where I was born.


  Last is the moment we are cooking in today. This is where we find our link to other restaurants.


  It is an eclectic mix, and it gives rise to an eccentric pantry. You’ll find many of the ingredients in supermarkets or ethnic markets, and all of them are available online.


  Vinegars


  I’m a pickle guy, so naturally I love vinegar, but I also love the acidic brightness it adds to stews, soups and greens. I use them all: cider, balsamic, black, sherry, red wine, white wine and distilled white vinegar. You should be able to find all of them in your supermarket. Check Chinese markets for black vinegar – the perfect dumpling dip.


  
    MAKING WINE VINEGAR


    Combine mother, wine and oxygen, and you’ll get vinegar. The mother of vinegar is the substance that helps turn alcohol into acetic acid. Organic, unfiltered cider vinegar “with the mother” is available online. This makes things easy. Strain the cider vinegar, shaking the bottle if you need to so the mother slips out. Put the mother into a clean wine bottle and pour in leftover wine. Leave the bottle open for a day or two, then cork it and leave it alone for a week or so. Uncork it and give it a sniff. You’ll be able to tell if it’s ready. Then taste it.


    You can replenish the bottle with more wine as long as the mother hasn’t dried out. Follow the same process: open for a day, then a week for ageing.

  


  Wines


  I’m going to say what every chef will say: use good wine when you cook. It doesn’t have to be the most expensive bottle, but it does have to be something you enjoy drinking. And if you don’t want to open a bottle of white wine, substitute dry vermouth. It’s crisp and floral, and because it’s fortified it keeps in the refrigerator much longer than an opened bottle of wine will.


  Mirin. A low-alcohol rice wine, essential in Japanese cooking. Check your supermarket, Asian stores or online.


  Shaoxing wine. This Chinese rice wine is used both in cooking and as a beverage. Look for it in supermarkets or substitute dry sherry.


  Mustards


  Dijon mustard. White wine releases the flavour of mustard in this classic condiment.


  Extra strong Dijon mustard. Prepared mustard loses its pungency over time. If you like to feel mustard in your nose, buy the jars labelled “extra strong” or “extra forte”.


  Chinese mustard. You’ll find jars of Chinese mustard in Asian grocery stores, but if you want truly searing mustard, make it yourself: Mix 4 tablespoons of Chinese mustard powder (though Colman’s will certainly work) and ½ teaspoon freshly ground (make it fine) white pepper with 4 tablespoons of water. Let it sit for 10 to 15 minutes before using. This loses potency fast, so use it right away.


  Sweet mustard. The sweet mustard called for in my recipes is the Scandinavian one. You can find it (look for Lars Own brand) in some specialist stores or markets, and online from scandikitchen.co.uk.


  Flours, Grains and Rice


  You should be able to find most of the flours in grocery stores or specialist markets. If not, you can get them online from bobsredmill.com.


  Plain flour. Use unbleached in all these recipes.


  Rice flour. Gluten-free and easy to digest. I use this as a coating in Double-Dragon Rice to give it extra crunch. You can find it in Chinese stores, where it costs pennies, or make your own: Toast jasmine rice in a cast-iron frying pan – add a piece of ginger or a stalk of lemongrass if you want – over very low heat until golden brown. Stir often; it will take about 45 minutes. Discard the ginger or lemongrass. Cool completely, then grind to a powder in a spice grinder


  Potato flour. Another gluten-free option. It’s a great thickener.


  Chickpea flour. Gluten-free and loaded with protein. This is the essential ingredient for shiro (see The Breakfast). It’s also called chick pea flour and gram flour.


  Semolina flour. Most often used to make pasta.


  Teff flour. Ground from a small East African cereal grass. It’s the main ingredient of injera, Ethiopian flat bread. Available online and from healthfood stores.


  Cornflour. A great thickener. Combine it with plain flour to make a shattering crust for fried foods.


  Cornmeal. Use stone-ground cornmeal in these recipes. Yellow or white? It’s up to you.


  Fine cornmeal. A finer grind than ordinary cornmeal. Great for delicate breading.


  Grits. Get the best grits you can and store them in the freezer. You should be able to find them online.


  Jasmine rice. This is my white rice of choice. You’ll find it in supermarkets and Asian stores.


  Herbs, Spices and Spice Mixes


  Curry leaves. The Indian cooking authority Julie Sahni says these leaves, which are members of the citrus family, have “a bitterish taste and a sweetish, pungent aroma almost like lemongrass”. You’ll find them in Indian grocery stores and online. They freeze well, and there’s no need to thaw them before using. Avoid dried curry leaves; they have no flavour at all.


  I spread fresh rosemary out on paper towels and zap it in the microwave in 30-second bursts to dry it. And when I’ve grown a pot of oregano, I pull up the plant, shake off all the dirt and hang it upside down out of the light. When it’s dry, I squeeze it over a piece of baking parchment to release all the leaves and store them in a jar.


  Ajwain. Common in Indian cooking (and also known as carom), this tiny pod has a complex, bitter flavour and smells like thyme. You can find it in Indian stores or online.


  Aleppo pepper. Thank you, Paula Wolfert, for introducing us to this fruity and moderately hot pepper named after the Syrian city on the famed Silk Road. Look for it in supermarkets with a big spice section, specialist spice shops or online.


  Ancho chilli powder. Mild and smoky. You should be able to find ancho chilli powder online from specialist spice suppliers.


  Chipotle chilli powder. This chilli powder packs some heat. Like ancho chilli powder, it’s available online.


  Berbere. A complex spice mix from Ethiopia. You’ll likely need to shop in large supermarkets or online for berbere. But you can also make your own (see below).


  
    BERBERE


    ▶ Put 2 teaspoons coriander seeds, 1 teaspoon fenugreek seeds, ½ teaspoon black pepper-corns, 3 or 4 allspice berries, 6 cardamom pods and 4 whole cloves into a small frying pan. Toast over medium heat, swirling the pan, until fragrant, about 4 minutes. Pour the seeds into a spice grinder and cool. Add 8 tablespoons dried onion flakes and 5 stemmed and deseeded De Arbol chillies. Grind to a fine powder.


    ▶ Put the spice powder into a bowl and whisk in 3 tablespoons smoked paprika, 2 teaspoons sea salt, ½ teaspoon grated nutmeg, ½ teaspoon ground ginger and ½ teaspoon ground cinnamon.


    ▶ Store in a sealed jar, out of the light, for up to 6 months.

  


  Garam masala. There are many different recipes for this Indian spice mix. You can find it in Indian food stores and most supermarkets, or try making your own from the many recipes online.


  
    FRESH GINGER


    ▶ Look for fresh ginger with a smooth skin. Wrinkled skin is a sign of older, dry and very fibrous ginger.


    ▶ Use a spoon to peel it. And if the recipe calls for grated ginger, use a microplane.


    ▶ Here’s a little trick for chopping ginger. Cut the ginger into thin coins. Then smash them with the flat of a chef’s knife the way you would smash garlic. Chop finely. Smashing not only does most of the work for you, it starts to release the juices, so you get a tastier dish.

  


  Horseradish. I prefer the nose-clearing bite of horseradish grated fresh to the bottled kind. Peel what you need and use a microplane.


  Lavender (culinary). Floral, delicious with poultry. If you grow your own, you can use the fresh buds. If you buy it, and it isn’t labelled for culinary use, it has probably been sprayed. Available from spice suppliers online or some specialist spice shops.


  
    LEMONGRASS


    ▶ There’s a lot of flavour in this herb, but you need to be brutal to get to it.


    ▶ Trim off the woody root and discard the very tough outer layers. Slice the lemongrass lengthways and set, cut side down, on your cutting board. Grab your biggest chef’s knife by the handle, blade pointing up, and smash down on the lemongrass with the end of the handle, working your way up from the root end to break the lemongrass into long fibres. It’s now ready to chop.


    ▶ You can also grate lemongrass on a microplane. The result will be finer, but it takes more time.

  


  Pickling spice. You’ll find it in the spice section of your supermarket.


  Ras el hanout. The Moroccan equivalent of garam masala, the name can be loosely translated as “top of the shop”, meaning the best of a spice merchant’s goods. Look for it in supermarkets with a big spice section or online, or try making your own from the many recipes online.


  Shichimi togarashi. Japanese seven-spice, a mix of sansho (a Japanese pepper), ground red chilli, dried tangerine rind or orange zest, ground or flaked nori, white and black poppy seeds, sesame seeds and dried garlic. Look for it in Japanese food stores, speciality ingredients sections in larger supermarkets or online.


  Wasabi powder. Much of the wasabi powder on supermarket shelves is actually horseradish flavoured with mustard flour and coloured with spinach. Look for brands that contain at least some wasabi, such as the Wasabi Company.


  Pink curing salt (curing salt #1, Instacure #1, or Prague Powder #1). This preservative is added to meats that are cured to prevent the growth of bacteria. It is a mixture of sodium nitrite and table salt dyed pink. You can find it online from specialist home-curing suppliers.


  Tomato powder. This powder, made of ground dehydrated tomatoes, has an intense flavour. Use it whenever you need a little tomato taste and don’t want to open a can. You can find it in specialist shops or online. Store in the refrigerator so it doesn’t clump.


  Filé powder. Also called gumbo filé, this earthy and spicy herb is the ground leaf of the sassafras tree. If you can’t find it in the supermarket, it’s available online from seasonedpioneers.com


  Pastes and Sauces


  Aji amarillo. This hot and fruity pepper is a keynote ingredient in Peruvian cuisine. You can find the paste online at vivaperu.co.uk.


  Chipotles in adobo. These are dried, smoked ripe jalapeños cooked and packed in a slightly sweet red sauce. The chipotles themselves have a fairly intense heat; the sauce on its own is a great ingredient when you want to add a hint of smoky heat. You’ll find it online from specialist Mexican suppliers such as coolchile.com.


  Fish sauce. A Southeast Asian sauce made of anchovies fermented with salt and water. It adds a distinct flavour and aroma. It is widely available in Asian stores and most supermarkets.


  Indian curry paste. A great cheat ingredient. You’ll find many different kinds of curry paste (hot, mild, vindaloo) in Indian stores and most supermarkets.


  Ketjap manis. Think of this as Indonesia’s soy sauce, sweetened with palm sugar. You can find it in Asian stores and it’s widely available in supermarkets nowadays.


  Korean hot pepper paste (gochujang). Moderately hot, with a hint of sweetness. Buy it online from specialist suppliers and from amazon.


  Mala sauce. Look for this numbingly hot Sichuan sauce for noodles in Chinatown grocery stores. Or substitute Chinese chilli oil.


  Miso. I love the salty funk that this fermented soya bean paste adds to food. Look for it in most supermarkets and Asian stores. The recipes in this book call for white miso.


  Beat a couple of tablespoons of miso into half a pack of softened butter and use it on salmon, on chicken, on chops or steaks or vegetables.


  Plum sauce. I add this sweet and sour Chinese condiment to braising liquids. Use it as a dip for anything fried. You’ll find it in the supermarket and in Asian stores.


  Sambal oelek (chilli garlic sauce). This ground chilli paste from Southeast Asia adds great heat. Widely available, but if you can find the Huy Fong brand, so much the better.


  Sriracha. Has this Thai hot sauce become the new ketchup? Look for it in the supermarket or in Asian stores.


  Tomato purée. Why open a can when you just need a tablespoon or two? The double-concentrated tomato purée in tubes is terrific.


  Yuzu kosho. This Japanese paste is made of ground yuzu (a very aromatic citrus fruit), chillies, and salt. You can find it in Japanese shops or online from specialist suppliers.


  XO sauce. A spicy Chinese condiment made with dried scallops, dried shrimp, ham, garlic and oil. You’ll find it in Asian stores, larger supermarkets or online.


  Speciality Oils


  Mustard oil. As you would expect from an oil made from mustard seeds, this is pungent. Look for it in Indian stores or find it online at spicesofindia.co.uk.


  Pumpkin seed oil. I discovered this finishing oil years ago in Austria. Use it to make a salad dressing, put a few drops into soups – you can even drizzle a little over vanilla ice cream. Your best bet is buying it online. Look for Austrian or Styrian oils.


  Cheeses


  Burrata. The name may mean “buttered”, but this fresh mozzarella is filled with cream. Serve it at room temperature.


  Mascarpone. One of the main ingredients in tiramisu, this soft Italian cheese is great when you want to add richness to a sauce.


  Queso fresco. Mexican “fresh cheese” is mild, with a little salty kick, and crumbly. You can substitute a mild feta.


  Flavours from the Sea


  Dried shrimp. Tiny, pungent dried shrimp are an important umami flavouring in many Asian cuisines. You’ll find small packages of them in Asian stores or online.


  
    SHRIMP POWDER


    You can find shrimp powder online or you can make your own by grinding tiny dried shrimp in the spice grinder. Clean the grinder afterwards by grinding a few tablespoons of raw rice and a teaspoon of bicarbonate of soda.

  


  Nori and dried kelp. Find them in many healthfood shops and Japanese stores and use them to add ocean brightness. Toast nori by waving it back and forth a few times over an open flame, then crumble it into a salad.


  The Melting Pot


  Banana leaves. Whether you use them to wrap tamales or to steam fish, banana leaves impart a delicate flavour. You’ll find them in Asian, Caribbean and Mexican food shops, as well as online.


  Black beluga lentils. These may be the tiniest of the lentil family, and they glisten like caviar when they’re cooked – hence the name. You’ll find them in some wholefood shops or online.


  Brioche buns. More and more bakeries are shaping tender, buttery brioche into hamburger buns large and small. But you can also find them in supermarkets that have good bread departments (there are some fine commercial bakeries making them).


  Canned chestnuts. You could spend an afternoon roasting chestnuts, shelling them, and then blanching and peeling them. Or you can buy them packed in water in a can, ready to eat. What’s your pleasure? Widely available and many delis and supermarkets also sell them vacuum-packed.


  Coconut milk. The recipes in the book use unsweetened coconut milk. It’s easy enough to find in supermarkets. Asian coconut milk seems to be thicker than the Latin brands.


  
    WHIP IT


    Coconut milk makes super-delicious whipped cream. And it’s vegan!


    ▶ Put a can of Asian coconut milk in the refrigerator overnight. The fat will rise and firm up. Open the can and scoop the fat out and into a bowl. Leave all the coconut water behind.


    ▶ Whip with a whisk or an electric mixer until you have stiff peaks. Flavour it as you will. A little vanilla extract? Some sugar? A pinch of ground cardamom? It’s up to you.

  


  Kimchi. These fermented vegetables – countless varieties of them, though Napa cabbage is the most common – are a staple on every Korean table. Some are mild, but most have a good dose of Korean hot pepper paste and hot pepper flakes and can be fiery. Check farmers’ markets and Korean stores for kimchi that’s homemade, but you’ll also find it in the refrigerated sections of larger supermarkets.


  Korean rice cakes (dduk, also spelled tteokguk and thuck). Do what you can to find this great product; it’s a revelation. Rice cake is sticky rice that is steamed, pounded, and then shaped into a cylinder. It’s a blank canvas that sops up whatever flavour you pair it with, and it’s seriously chewy. Look for authentic rice cakes in Korean or Chinese food stores or search online for specialist suppliers. If you can’t find sliced rice cakes, buy the whole ones and slice them yourself, on the diagonal and about 5mm thick.


  Pickled ginger. It’s not just a condiment for sushi. I love the gingery brightness and bite it adds to greens. You’ll find it in most Asian stores and it is also widely available in large supermarkets. Very young ginger will turn pale pink when it’s pickled; the brighter pink stuff is dyed.


  
    MAPLE SYRUP


    Real maple syrup is graded on a combination of flavour and colour, and it’s always been confusing. Is grade A “better” than grade B? It’s not. The light-coloured syrups (the old grade A) are produced early in the sugaring season; the darker ones (grade B) come later. A new system of grading is coming into place. Vermont has started, and the other syrup-producing states will soon be following.


    Here’s what to look for:


    ▶ Golden colour, delicate taste


    ▶ Amber colour, rich taste


    ▶ Dark colour, robust taste

  


  Good Things to Have on Hand


  These aren’t ingredients in any of the recipes. They’re just yummy.


  Canned sardines. They could be the perfect snack. But they’re great in a potato salad, too.


  Chicharrón. Fried pork belly or pork rinds. Sit in front of the television and eat them out of your hand like popcorn, or crumble them into a salad for crunch.


  Fish roe spread. It comes in a tube and it’s Scandinavia’s instant canapé. If you’ve got an Ikea near you, you’re in luck. Squirt some onto a Ritz cracker. But you could also spread a thin layer onto black bread and top with thin slices of cucumber and some chopped dill.


  Lemon pickle. At its simplest, it’s lemon, red chilli powder, turmeric and salt – though there are many variations, and it’s India’s antidote for indigestion. Eat it with rice. Or naan. Or with curry. Or fried chicken.


  Pickled okra. This is one of the treasures of the South. Sure, you can
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