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      Restaurants and chefs often come and go, and menus are ever-changing. We recommend you call ahead to obtain current information before visiting any of the establishments in this book.
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  INTRODUCTION


  I often say that a recipe is just another way of telling a story. A narrative of time and place—a recollection transcribed onto a plate rather than onto a page. Be they scribbled down on the back of an envelope or printed in a cookbook, recipes carry the potential to shift memory forward, placing the stories attached to them at the head of the table rather than hiding them away on back burners.


  The idea of linking food and memory in this way is not a new one. But it’s a significant one, nonetheless. The act of cooking for others shows intention, introspection, and personal journey whether it is one from an office cubicle to a culinary school, or one from a war-torn homeland to a new country. Where words fail, spices, seasoning, and stewing step in to share what otherwise could fill volumes and still not communicate what comes through in a single perfect bite. How we cook for others tells something about us. It communicates who and what has held us up or brought us down. It has the power to show what has accompanied us to the kitchen. And, what has carried us to a particular moment in time.


  Perhaps nowhere can this be seen more profoundly than in restaurants. Places where strangers, often unknowingly, experience the personal stories that live among those who spend their days preparing meals for others. Restaurant recipes, like the ones found in this book, are stories with many tellers. Sometimes the plots wander. One teller may pick up where another one has left off. The storylines may be strong and fierce while at other times they are delicate yarns spun as invisible threads only to be detected by a knowing palate.


  It came as no surprise that the recipes collected in this book would tell two of these kinds of distinct stories. The first one being the individual stories attached to each restaurant and chef included here, so many of whom are as much storytellers and artists as much as they are cooks and bakers. The other, I knew, would be a story of our great city. A chronicle of Washington, DC, as it is experienced and seen by the community of people who live here every day by those of us who make our homes away from the crowds and the cable news crawls. But what did catch me off guard was when a third recurring arc began to appear. As I lined these recipes up side by side I couldn’t help but notice that together they also told a distinctly American story. A story shaped and advanced by what we have come to think of as the American dream. A story of people overcoming hardships and stumbling blocks to move forward and embrace this country, even when it doesn’t always embrace them back, while at the same time honoring their heritage, ancestors, and culture. A story that is all of us and part of us at once. Together, I like to think of the recipes in this book as a recipe for a DC seasoned melting pot. This book is a Washington, DC, tasting menu of the very best kind.


  Inside it are stories, like that of Chef Seng Luangrath of Thip Khao, forming that strong and perfectly flavored American story arc. As a child, Chef Seng and her family were forced to flee their home in Laos in the middle of the night. Once across the border, they lived in refugee camps before being granted asylum by the United States. In the camps of all places, Seng, learned to cook the dishes from all over Laos, from the other Laotians forced from their homes. Creating the dishes of her homeland became her passion, one that she carried with her to this country. For decades Seng dreamed of having her own Laotian restaurant. She never gave up and now, decades later, her restaurant graces the pages of Bon Appetite and wows critics and neighbors alike. And, she is credited with leading the Lao food movement. A short walk from Thip Kaho is Taqueria Habanero where you can find a different story with similar themes, not to mention some of the best cactus sopes in town. After almost 20 years as a line cook downtown, Mirna Montero opened the Columbia Heights spot serving Mexican street food so her daughters could go to college. Her children were not the only benefactors of this move. DC now gets to experience her culinary gift at the superb taqueria she owns and runs with her husband, and kids when they are not studying.


  On the Mall, the standout cafes at The National Museum of the American Indian Museum and the new The National Museum of African American History and Culture shine lights on the only other ways the non-immigrant and non-immigrant descendants among us became Americans. The first native chef at Mitsitam, Chef Freddie Bitsoie, brings his personal experience and deep academic insights to the popular cafe. He also approaches his menu with a love of cooking that began when he was a boy tinkering in the kitchen while his parents were out. I swear you can taste that passion in his food. Walking through Mitsitam as the lunch crowd begins to form, Chef Freddie still breaks out in I-made-that smiles when he sees customers digging into one of his creations. At Sweet Home Cafe, Chef Jerome Grant, a former Mitsitam chef, presents dishes near and dear to him like his oxtail pepperpot inspired by his grandmother’s version of the stew. Other menu items, such as the cornbread stuffed trout in this book, grew out of his research of African Americans who migrated west after the abolishment of slavery and speak to why he calls the cafe an edible exhibit.


  The stories behind dishes like these often are serious in origin but that doesn’t mean enjoying them isn’t—and should not be—joyful and fun. Be it the tricked out Fruity Pebbles laced milkshake at HalfSmoke or the Mazel Tov Cocktail at DGS, the recipes on these pages are meant to be enjoyed, loved, and used. While the stories that live among recipe instructions stand as diverse as the people who cook them, what unites them is the desire to tell that story and to tell it through food. They also are linked in the desire to share food and feed others. As you flip through these pages, I hope that you will bring some of these dishes to your own table, that you will find ways to make them your own, that you will savor what is written between and on the lines, and that you will take some time to lick the bowl before you wash it. I also hope you visit some of the restaurants on these pages and that you will allow the restaurants to visit you by cooking the dishes shared here. Whichever recipes from Great Food Finds Washington, DC you decided to add to your own story collection, please remember that each and every one of them goes down better on an empty stomach and with a full heart.


  Baked & Wired


  Until I met Teresa Velazquez I thought baking love into your food was something relegated to stories of the animated sort. But after spending some time with the sweet-as-sugar Baked & Wired co-owner I am convinced that she does just that. It’s the only way I can think to explain how her to-die-for cookies, bars, and buttercream-topped treats defy the conventional boundaries of deliciousness. That and her extraordinary talent and devotion to her craft.


  “After a 16-hour day, when it’s 3:30 in the morning and I still have two more trays of cupcakes to frost, I know I could just rush through it and be done,” she tells. “Then I stop and think about someone opening up the package and seeing it for the first time and I know I need to make it look great. It’s very gratifying making something that makes someone happy.”


  Velazquez’s pies make her—and her customers—especially happy. The Columbus-born mom of two young adults learned the art of pie-making from her grandmother and until very recently even used her grandma’s beloved cherrywood rolling pin in her Baked & Wired kitchen. When Velazquez first opened her hip Georgetown coffee and bakeshop, she would put out several of her fruit-filled creations each morning only to find them untouched at the end of the day. Thankfully she didn’t let that deter her from making more. Slowly but surely, the word got out and slices started to sell. Today, more than eleven years after she opened the shop with her husband Tony, at closing time it’s only the crumbs that are left.


  Pie-making at home doesn’t need to be an exacting, precise, or stressful exercise, Velazquez reassures me. “The Martha Stewarts of the world have psyched people out that they can’t make pie,” she says explaining that she doesn’t use cutouts or other fancy techniques but instead uses her fingers and thumbs to shape her delicious and pretty pies. “Something about the rustic look is comforting,” she shares. “And, beautiful.”


  While you don’t need elaborate equipment, Velazquez does advise investing in a good rolling pin and a pastry cloth. Improvising will compromise the coveted final product. “Go spend $30 on a pastry cloth and a rolling pin,” she says. “It makes a huge difference.”


  She also advises pie newbies, along with everyone else attempting her cream peach pie for the first time, to have your dough be on the wetter side. When the dough is too dry, it cracks and will be challenging to manipulate, which makes the likelihood of getting frustrated during the process increase. If you find your dough is too dry, you can add a couple of teaspoons of water to moisten it up.


  “If it doesn’t turn out the way you wanted what really is lost?” she asks. “Two cups of flour and a cup of Crisco. Throw it out and make another.”


  1052 Thomas Jefferson Street NW, Washington, DC 20007, (202) 333-2500 bakedandwired.com
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    Pink Rider


    You know you’re on the right street toward Baked & Wired when you spy the hot-pink bicycle that stands in front of the popular Georgetown hangout. The pretty-in-pink bike in question, like so much of the rest of the space, comes from the design imagination of Teresa’s husband Tony, an architect and co-owner of the indie coffee shop. On a whim he spray-painted an old bike that belonged to their now-adult daughter when she was about ten years old. Tony added the basket on the handlebars that often holds flowers, and a bubblegum-colored Baked & Wired landmark was born.
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  CREAM PEACH PIE


  Makes 1 Pie


  
    FOR THE CRUST (FOR DOUBLE CRUST):


    3 cups unbleached all-purpose flour


    1 teaspoon kosher salt


    1 cup Butter Crisco shortening


    ⅔ cup plus 2 tablespoons of cold water


    FOR THE FILLING:


    ¾ cup sugar, plus extra to sprinkle on strips


    3 tablespoons flour


    ⅛ teaspoon salt


    ½ cup heavy cream


    1 whole egg


    1 egg yolk (save egg white for top of crust)


    5–6 fresh peaches (can also use frozen, thawed peaches), peeled and cut into 6 slices each


    1 teaspoon pure vanilla extract Cinnamon

  


  To prepare the crust: Preheat your oven to 400°F. To make the crust, whisk flour and salt, and add shortening. Work with fingers until it forms pea-size balls. You can work the flour and shortening until you do not see any white flour. Add cold water by sprinkling over flour.


  At this point you do not want to work with the mixture much, just toss it until it comes together. Form two balls. You can make one ball larger than the other and use the larger one for the bottom crust so you have more to work with.
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  BAKED & WIRED CARROT CAKE


  (aka Great Aunt Helen’s Carrot Cake)


  Two 9-inch round cake pans or 12 cupcakes


  The cupcakes at Baked & Wired have been showstoppers since the shop’s opening day. Teresa Velazquez’s Great Aunt Helen’s Carrot Cake can be baked into cupcakes, like she does at the shop, or can be baked in a pan for an equally delicious cake. Pile the cream cheese frosting high on both.


  
    FOR THE CAKE:


    2 ¼ cup (11.5 oz) all-purpose flour


    2 cups sugar


    2 teaspoons baking soda


    1 teaspoon cinnamon


    ½ teaspoon salt


    2 cups shredded carrots (appox. 4 medium)


    1½ cup canola oil


    4 eggs


    1 cup chopped pecans plus ½ cup for topping decoration (If making a cake you will need more pecans to pat on the sides of the cake)


    FOR THE CREAM CHEESE FROSTING:


    ½ cup unsalted butter


    8 oz cream cheese, room temperature


    1 lb 8 oz (5 cups) powdered sugar


    1 teaspoon vanilla


    1 tablespoon of milk (may need a bit more)


    ¼ teaspoon salt

  


  To prepare the cake: Preheat oven to 350°F. Whisk all dry ingredients. Add remaining ingredients except nuts. Using the paddle attachment start on low speed and once incorporated switch to high speed for 3 minutes. Stir in nuts


  Bake for approx. 30–34 min., cake should spring back when touched on top


  To prepare the frosting: Using the paddle attachment add all ingredients. Starting on low until powdered sugar is blended in. Switch to high until fluffy, scraping down sides of bowl a few times. Add milk a tablespoon at a time as necessary.


  Frost the cake once cool. Pound ½ cup of pecans until finely chopped. Sprinkle on top of frosting for decoration.
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  Beau Thai


  Aschara Vigsittaboot stands beneath a black-and-white photo of a far-off house. It’s the house in Bangkok that her father built, the house where her mother still lives, the house where many years ago she perfected the art of Thai cooking.


  “There used to be nothing around it but now it’s a very crowded area,” Vigsittaboot says, her eyes cast up toward the picture, one of several old family photos that decorate the walls of the Shaw eatery. On the other side of the restaurant is a photo of Vigsittaboot’s mother, whose beauty and glamour give her the appearance of a Hollywood starlet from days gone by. The captivating photo of Vigsittaboot’s mother is not the only homage to her at Beau Thai. The dishes, many done in the Southern style of Thai cooking that filled the Vigsittaboot house on the wall, are ones that have been passed down from mother to child. Her Yum Beef is one of those recipes that Vigsittaboot learned to cook from her mother, and the version that she serves at the restaurant is somewhat specific to Bangkok.


  “All of our curries here are made from scratch,” she says. “Everything we use here is fresh. Pre-peeled garlic or store-bought lime juice never tastes or smells as good as the hand-peeled and hand-squeezed stuff.”


  She does point out that the vegetables and garnishes in the recipe do not need to be strictly replicated when you make her Yum Beef at home. She likes to change it up, too. Sometimes she includes carrots, sometimes she does not. The kinds of onions she uses can vary a bit based on what is fresh and available. You should also feel free to experiment this way without worrying about losing the integrity of the dish, she says.


  When you order the Yum Beef at the restaurant, try to snag the table against the purple accent wall punctuated with an old photo of Aschara Vigsittaboot herself as a college student. She is holding an elaborately folded banana leaf and wearing a long, striped silk skirt, traditional Thai clothing, she explains. The shot was taken during Loi Krathong, a celebration that takes place during a full moon in the fall. The leaves, often decorated with flowers and candles, are floated on the water. In this photo, a smiling young Vigsittaboot holds the lotus-shaped leaf before it joins others atop the water. A moment in time that now always is part of the present at Beau Thai.


  3162 Mount Pleasant Street NW, Washington, DC 20010 (202) 450-5317, 1550 7th Street, NW, Unit A, Washington, DC 20001, (202) 536-5636, beauthaidc.com
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  YUM BEEF SALAD


  Serves 6


  
    1 pound flank steak


    2 cups soy sauce


    2 cups vegetable oil


    6 cherry tomatoes sliced in half


    1 cucumber, peeled, sliced in half, lengthwise, and then sliced into ¼-inch slivers


    2 medium shallots, sliced


    ½ medium white onion, sliced into ¼ inch pieces


    1 small carrot, peeled and juliened


    2 tablespoons nam prik pao (Thai chili paste in oil—sometimes called Thai chili jam—available at Asian markets and online)


    2 tablespoons fish sauce


    4 tablespoons lime juice


    ½ tablespoon sugar


    Garnish of green onion, sliced, and cilantro

  


  Marinate the flank steak for at least two hours before cooking it by placing the steak in a baking dish, pouring the soy sauce and vegetable oil over it, and then placing it in refrigerator to marinate. After the steak has marinated, grill the meat to the desired temperature (at Beau Thai the dish is served medium rare) and slice into bite-sized pieces.


  Mix vegetables together with flank steak.


  To make the dressing: Combine the nam prik pao, fish sauce, lime juice, and sugar. Pour the dressing over vegetables and meat and toss.


  Garnish with green onion and cilantro.
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  Ben’s Chili Bowl


  Sonya Ali holds up a plain brown bag. “It’s our secret blend,” she says of the unassuming paper sack containing the spices her family has been using for more than fifty years to make the famous chili at Ben’s Chili Bowl. A secret that the family guards with pride and love even after all these years, much to the delight of anyone who has lined up for one of Ben’s half-smokes at two in the morning.
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  The Ben’s Chili Bowl story begins in 1958, when Ben and Virginia Ali started the U Street chili dog shop with $5,000. It was in the heyday of the U Street corridor, known back then as “Black Broadway.” The greats like Ella Fitzgerald, Duke Ellington, Miles Davis, Cab Calloway, and Nat King Cole played the clubs that lined the street and often hung out in the neighborhood at places like Ben’s. In 1968, the painful and tragic news of Dr. Martin Luther King Jr.’s assassination broke. In the days following his murder, rioting broke out. Much of Washington was forced to shut down, but Ben’s Chili Bowl got special permission to remain open past curfew to provide food and shelter to those trying to restore order. The years following the riots were trying ones for the once-thriving neighborhood, but Ben’s remained at 1213 U through it all.


  A recent rebirth has brought new life to the corridor and a new generation of Ben’s fans through its doors. The restaurant—still with its original booths, stools, and counter—remains at the same spot where it stood in 1958. Ben’s also has stands at Nationals Park, a location at National Airport, and has taken over the space next to it to open Ben’s Next Door. But two things haven’t changed: the chili-topped half-smokes and the Alis’ dedication to family, the business, and the neighborhood. Today Ben and Virginia’s sons and their wives run the iconic restaurant. Ben passed away in 2009 but Virginia still pops in from time to time to chat with customers and check on the DC food landmark she started all those years ago.


  1213 U Street NW, Washington, DC 20009, (202) 667-0909, benschilibowl.com


  COLESLAW


  Serves about 15


  
    1 large head of cabbage (about 2 pounds with dark green leaves for added color)


    4 medium carrots, peeled


    2 cups mayonnaise


    ¼ cup sugar


    ⅛ cup cider vinegar


    Pinch of salt


    Dash of vanilla extract

  


  Shred the cabbage and carrots to a fine consistency. Combine all the ingredients and continue to season to your taste preference. At the restaurant, the coleslaw is served sweet and with a little bit of tang.


  
    Top Dogs


    On January 10, 2009, just ten days before he took the oath of office, President Barack Obama stopped by Ben’s Chili Bowl for lunch. It was a thrilling day for the Ali family, but it was not the first time the family served a famous customer. A long list of celebrities, entertainers, politicians, and heads of state have eaten at the iconic U Street restaurant. Among those who have bellied up to the counter at Ben’s Chili Bowl are Bono, Chris Rock, Jimmy Fallon, Bryce Harper, Ted Koppel, Chubby Checker, Supreme Court Justice Elena Kagan, and French President Nicolas Sarkozy.
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  Bistro Bis


  Hotel George helped the DC lodging scene leave its colonial reproduction image behind when it opened as the city’s first truly contemporary boutique hotel in 1998. With its über-modern decor and Andy Warhol–inspired presidential Pop Art, it was abundantly clear this wasn’t your typical beige-and-brown chain hotel and, because of that, your typical hotel restaurant just wouldn’t do here. Enter Sallie and Jeffrey Buben, the husband-and-wife team behind Vidalia, who were brought in to help find the right restaurant for the Capitol Hill hotel.


  “After some time, we, along with the Hotel George, realized that the answer was right in front of us,” says Buben, who ultimately wound up as the hotel’s culinary tenant when he opened the doors to Bistro Bis at the funky hotel. “And it’s been a fifteen-year relationship.”


  And counting.


  The upscale contemporary French restaurant housed at Hotel George continues to attract Inside-the-Beltway power players, tourists, and locals-in-the-know with its solid reputation and modern bistro-style menu. Buben’s recipes, like this one for Citrus-Cured Salmon with Tartare of Spring Vegetables, continue to please Bistro Bis’s myriad customers.


  Chef de Cuisine Joe Harran cannot stress enough the importance of stocking your kitchen with the proper tools before you start the prep for this dish, or any dish for that matter. Topping his list are a set of quality knives (he prefers Japanese-made ones like Global, Masahiro, or Mac), a mandoline, and a microplane for zesting. His other advice: Taste, taste, taste.


  “If it tastes good to you, chances are your guests will agree,” he says.


  15 E Street NW, Washington, DC 20001, (202) 661-2700, bistrobis.com


  CITRUS-CURED SALMON WITH TARTARE OF SPRING VEGETABLES


  Serves 6


  
    FOR THE SALMON:


    1 teaspoon orange zest, finely grated


    1 teaspoon lemon zest, finely grated


    1 teaspoon lime zest, finely grated


    1 teaspoon grapefruit zest, finely grated


    ¼ cup kosher salt


    2 tablespoons granulated sugar


    2 tablespoons freshly ground black pepper


    6 (3-ounce) salmon fillets (skin and pin bones removed)


    FOR THE VEGETABLES:


    ¼ cup diced fennel bulb


    ¼ cup peeled and diced carrots


    ¼ cup peeled and diced small turnips


    ¼cup diced zucchini


    ¼ cup diced yellow squash


    1 cup fresh shelled English peas


    6 spears asparagus, peeled and diced


    ½ cup fresh shelled fava beans (outer skin removed)


    1 tomato, peeled, seeded, and diced


    2 tablespoons flat-leaf parsley, chopped


    2 tablespoons chives, minced


    1 teaspoon fresh tarragon, chopped


    2 tablespoons fresh basil, chopped


    FOR THE VINAIGRETTE:


    2 tablespoons minced shallots


    ½ teaspoon minced garlic


    1 tablespoon Dijon mustard


    ⅛ cup champagne vinegar


    ⅔ cup extra-virgin olive oil


    Salt and freshly ground pepper to taste

  


  To prepare the salmon: Start by combining all the seasonings together in a bowl. Cut six pieces of aluminum foil larger than the salmon fillets so the fish can be wrapped like packages in the foil. Distribute half the seasonings evenly on the bottoms of the six pieces of foil. Place the salmon fillets in the center of the foil and top with the remaining seasonings, evenly distributed. Wrap tightly like a package and refrigerate for 3 hours. Unwrap the packages and wipe off the seasoning from the fillets and put them back in the refrigerator until ready to serve.


  To prepare the vegetables: Bring a large pot of salted water to a boil over a high heat. Cook each type of vegetable (except the tomato) one at a time for 1½ minutes each, removing them from the water with a slotted spoon and placing them in a bowl of ice water. Drain the vegetables in a colander and then on paper towels. Set aside.


  To prepare the vinaigrette: Whisk the shallots, garlic, mustard, and vinegar together in a large bowl, adding the olive oil in a thin stream. Season with the salt and freshly ground pepper. Add the cooked vegetables, tomatoes, and herbs. Mix gently.


  To serve: Place a mound of vegetables in the center of a plate. Slice salmon thinly across the grain and fan the salmon slices over the vegetables. Drizzle with extra-virgin olive oil.
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  Black Strap Bakery


  When Greer Ann Gilchrist boarded the bus from Boston to DC, she took one seat for herself and the one next to her for her KitchenAid mixer. Gilchrist packed her treasured pale pink mixer, a birthday gift from her mother, in its own suitcase for her move to DC. During most of her time at the cafe, you could see her using it just about every day in the small kitchen area in the front section of Blind Dog Cafe, a pop-up neighborhood coffee shop housed in Darnell’s Bar on Florida Avenue off U Street.
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  “It was a gift from my mom when I turned twenty-two,” says Gilchrist who credits her mom as her biggest baking influence. “It felt so important when I got it. I love that thing.”


  Gilchrist is responsible for all the yummy cookies, scones, croissants, muffins, and other goodies that were served at Blind Dog Cafe. In what can best be described as the matryoshka dolls of start-up businesses, Gilchrist ran the Black Strap Bakery, the pop-up bakery within the pop-up cafe, Blind Dog, which was housed in the bar. It’s still unclear whether or not there was a pop up microbrewery or pool hall lurking anywhere within these nesting businesses but the cafe did host other limited short-term endeavors like local artisanal ice cream tastings and clothing swaps.


  The cafe’s name was a nod to the sightless pup belonging to one of the three owners, Jonas Singer. Another member of the trio
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