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  Introduction


  In the summer of 2011, I began work on Food Lovers’ Guide to Denver & Boulder (Globe Pequot Press) with the confidence of a freelance writer/blogger who had already logged countless hours exploring the local dining scene: I had a lot to say but not, I thought, a lot left to learn about the restaurants and bars and markets around me.


  The research experience was thus a humbling one. According to the estimate of local alt weekly Westword, some three hundred new eateries opened that year—nearly one a day; keeping up proved a Sisyphean enterprise, as I scouted out this or that hot spot in LoDo (Lower Downtown), the Highlands to the north, City and Congress Parks as well as Cherry Creek to the west, and the Baker District, Washington Park, and Old South Pearl to the south. Scattered among them were countless mom-and-pop operations of all ethnic stripes, surviving on hyperlocal word of mouth; to find them, I had to cover every last stretch of pavement from Arvada to Aurora and Littleton to the north Boulder outskirts. In short, I wound up learning a great deal—and fast—about just how diverse and dynamic the Front Range community really is.


  Of course, by the time the Food Lovers’ Guide hit bookshelves in mid-2012, some of my favorite discoveries had closed, soon-to-be favorites were arriving left and right—and I had been offered the opportunity to pen the book you’re holding now. It seemed a golden one insofar as I could try to capture herein not just what the culinary artisans of Denver and Boulder do so well but how they do it, how they think. Names and locations change; the creative process per se does not. Recipes are forever.


  Which doesn’t mean they don’t speak to a specific time and place. Certain ingredients and techniques have their moments in Colorado’s near-constant sun; long-lost customs are revived and new ones forged. Consider, for instance, the two extremes of the homesteading movement and the rise of molecular gastronomy (to use an admittedly controversial but nonetheless recognizable term). On the one hand are chefs turned farmers, dairymen, and ranchers—growing their own crops, making their own cheese, even raising their own livestock; on the other, you’ve got mad scientists concocting comestibles out of thin air almost literally, with the help of immersion circulators and nitrogen dispensers and smoking guns. Or take the ever-shifting yet ever–more precisely trained spotlight on cooking traditions around the world: Today we speak less of, say, Chinese cuisine than we do of Sichuan or Fujian, less of Mexican than Pueblan or Michoacán, and our pantries are lined with products from Morocco, Indonesia, and the South Tyrol. Tomorrow, for all we know, the focus may be on Panama and Kazakhstan. Meanwhile, these trends take shape, these influences reveal themselves, against a singular backdrop: the Rocky Mountains.


  Landscape has everything to do with who Coloradans are and thus how they cook, eat, and drink. Ruggedness is a given: The cowboys and outlaws of the old Wild West have their modern-day equivalents in extreme athletes and back-to-the-land enthusiasts who forage for forest mushrooms when they’re not tending to their beehives and chicken coops. Sanguinity and a sense of adventure are its corollaries—traits that equip a young and healthy population to thrive in a high, dry, sometimes harsh climate that, while not ideal for all living things, certainly also yields extraordinary buffalo and lamb and freshwater fish as well as bumper sweet corn, peaches, and melons. And of course, where there’s a penchant for working hard and playing hard, there’s an appetite for booze. Our vineyards may struggle—though pioneering winemakers are working to change that, with some hard-won success—but our world-class craft-beer industry has inspired a growing number of hops and barley farmers as well as a parallel boom in microdistilleries.
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  These local, seasonal products are featured in our kitchens every day, and this book celebrates them as well as the chefs and bartenders who put them to good use. Some recipes require only basic skills and equipment; others call for rather more experience and gadgetry galore, not to mention discipline with respect to mise en place, to use the kitchen term for advance preparation. Either way, we encourage you to do as Coloradans do: Take the plunge, experiment—and above all, have loads of fun.


  
    THE INSIDE SCOOP


    MILE-HIGH CITY ON THE RISE


    As longtime food editor at 5280, Amanda Faison has seen Colorado cuisine grow from seed to full blossom. We asked her to describe its evolution over the course of her tenure at the magazine: How does she view it today, and what aspects excite her most?


    I’ve been at 5280 for sixteen years—which is long enough, I think, to gain some perspective on our dining scene. Early on, we at the magazine talked a lot about local restaurants’ identity crisis: With the exception of steak houses, they rarely seemed comfortable being true to their roots. I think that was due to the influx of transplants from influential cities such as New York or San Francisco, who wanted Denver to be more like the places they had left. It was my sense that local chefs didn’t know what to think—and they often spent more time trying to please the newcomers than representing Colorado as a whole.


    Although Denver remains a melting pot, I see a huge change in chef confidence. We aren’t New York or San Francisco, and we don’t want to be: We are Denver. That means we watch our growing cycles shift in and out of drought. It means making pie with sun-ripened Palisade peaches, grilling buttery Olathe corn, and dousing whatever we can find in fiery green chile. It means sourcing quinoa from the San Luis Valley, eating sweet and tender Colorado lamb, and turning our crisp mountain water into award-winning craft beers. It means raising bees on top of the historic Brown Palace downtown (see Palace Arms, page 132) and nurturing projects like the Grow Haus, an urban farm amid a sea of asphalt. It means having pride in our state, honoring our lifestyle (show me a restaurant in which you can’t wear jeans), and celebrating who we are.
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  ACE EAT SERVE


  501 EAST 17TH AVENUE

  DENVER, CO 80203

  (303) 800-7705

  ACEDENVER.COM


  OWNERS: JOSH AND JENNY WOLKON

  CHEF: BRANDON BIEDERMAN


  Retro, eclectic, electric: Ace Eat Serve runs on sheer verve. Uproariously decked out in the repurposed flotsam and jetsam of the garage that preceded it, along with vintage kitsch from Thailand and a phalanx of Ping Pong tables, this Uptown hang was built for the cool kids by the cool kids, namely co-owner Josh Wolkon, executive chef Brandon Biederman, and longtime toque Matt Selby (who’s now running his own place, Corner House). Leave it to the masterminds behind the ever-sizzling Steuben’s (page 173), next door to Ace, and LoDo’s Vesta Dipping Grill (page 196) to tack a rec room onto a pan-Asian snack bar, freewheeling cocktail lounge, and patio—and somehow make it all work as smoothly as the jalopies that used to roll out of here.


  Of course, the anything-goes vibe is a bit deceptive; the open secret to these guys’ success is, after all, that they’re sticklers for detail. Heck, the killer condiments practically make for a meal in themselves, from the jars of fermented black beans and sesame-seed paste atop every table to the mustard-seed relish accompanying the funky-fresh bao (try the one stuffed with chicken thigh and pickled mango). Proper sticky rice comes nestled in a cute little bamboo basket. Locally churned ice cream fills delicate pastel mochi. And the mixologists don’t miss a trick—spiking zingy house-made sodas with phosphate, snow cones with soju, and a brain-scrambling array of tropical concoctions with the likes of ice coffee, oolong-tea syrup, and chili sugar.


  By the same token, table tennis isn’t a free-for-all—the sharp-eyed staff enforces such house rules as “Rackets may only hit balls, not people” and “Absolutely NO beer pong.” But as for the ultimate commandment—“Have fun!”—that hardly needs spelling out. At Ace, you couldn’t possibly do otherwise.


  CRISPY BEEF WITH SPICY SAUCE


  Sambal oelek is an Indonesian chili paste that, along with a few other ingredients in this recipe, should be available at any Asian grocery. Chef Brandon Biederman recommends serving this dish over steamed rice or Asian-style noodles, such as chow fun.


  (SERVES 4)


  
    For the sauce:


    ¾ cup light soy sauce


    4 tablespoons honey


    3 tablespoons rice wine vinegar


    2 tablespoons cooking rice wine


    4 tablespoons turbinado sugar


    1½ tablespoons sambal oelek


    2 ounces ginger, peeled and julienned


    3 tablespoons cornstarch


    ½ cup water


    For the beef:


    8 cups peanut oil


    4 cups cornstarch


    2 tablespoons salt


    2 tablespoons freshly ground black pepper


    2 pounds flank steak, sliced thin on the bias against the grain


    2 tablespoons sesame oil


    4 tablespoons julienned fresh ginger


    2 tablespoons minced garlic


    1 tablespoon minced bird (Thai) chili


    1 tablespoon minced lemongrass, white part of stalk only


    2 Kaffir lime leaves, whole


    Special equipment:


    frying thermometer


    wok

  


  To make the sauce: In a nonreactive sauce pot over low heat, bring all sauce ingredients except cornstarch and water to a simmer. Combine cornstarch and water in a mixing bowl to make a slurry. Once the pot is simmering, add the slurry; return the mixture to a simmer, whisking continuously until it thickens, then lower heat to keep warm.


  To make the beef: In a large pot over medium heat, bring peanut oil to 350°F. Meanwhile, combine the cornstarch, salt, and pepper in a bowl and dredge the steak slices in the mixture, shaking off any excess. Fry the meat in batches (so as not to overcrowd the pot) until crispy, about 2 minutes per batch.


  Add sesame oil to a wok or sauté pan over high heat; when hot, add remaining ingredients and sauté until fragrant. Measure in 1–1½ cups of the reserved sauce, bring to a boil, and reduce until slightly thickened, about 1 minute. Again working in batches as necessary, add fried steak slices and toss quickly to coat. Serve immediately.
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  ARUGULA BAR E RISTORANTE


  2785 IRIS AVENUE

  BOULDER, CO 80304

  (303) 443-5100

  ARUGULARISTORANTE.COM


  CHEF/OWNER: ALEC SCHULER


  As crisp as its namesake green, Alec Schuler’s flagship exudes Italian style against the unlikeliest of backdrops: a North Boulder strip mall. Beneath a candle-topped iron chandelier, the elegantly simple dining room gleams in creamy beige and brown-black tones; the floors are polished no less than the glassware set atop white-linen runners. And the menu follows suit, locating itself neatly between fattoria-a-forchetta (that is, farm-to-fork) tradition and cosmopolitanism. At the comforting end of the spectrum are Vin Santo–glazed pâté di campagna and white beans stewed with pancetta; on the other, ever-evolving end, you may find frothy cantaloupe soup—Prosecco-infused and pistachio-studded—or gnocchi strewn with a confetti of caramelized pears, almonds, and Gorgonzola.
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  Meanwhile, the wine list occupies its own sweet spot as a compendium primarily of regional finds from the Boot, as opposed to collectors’ trophies—which means it’s as fascinating as it is reasonable, a double whammy for oenophiles. (We’re talking sparkling red Brachetto, Piedmontese Roero Arneis, Lagrein from Alto Adige …) Such amore di vino suffuses not only the dining room but the sleekly artsy adjacent lounge, Amaro Drinkery Italia, where Schuler hosts regular multicourse wine dinners in addition to offering happy-hour deals on craft cocktails and local microbrews as well as house pours.


  Yet another door down, the aptly named Tangerine (2777 Iris Avenue; 303-443-2333; tangerineboulder.com) is Schuler’s hat trick—a citrus-bright daytime spot where espressos and blackberry Bellinis pair as naturally with the likes of buttermilk biscuits in duck-confit gravy as Primitivo does with Arugula’s orecchiette in buffalo Bolognese. Come for the toast with jelly—stay for the toast with Ribolla Gialla. A la dolce vita!
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  PORK SCALOPPINI WITH SPECK & MONTASIO POTATOES


  Speck is a salt-cured, lightly smoked, juniper-scented ham from South Tyrol, readily available at gourmet retailers.


  (SERVES 6)


  
    2¼ pounds pork tenderloin


    3 pounds fingerling, red, or new potatoes, cut into 1-inch cubes


    Olive oil as directed


    Salt and pepper to taste


    10 ounces Montasio cheese (or other good-quality Alpine cow’s milk cheese, such as swiss), sliced


    Flour for dredging


    3 ounces (6 tablespoons) unsalted butter, cut into pieces


    12 large fresh sage leaves, roughly chopped


    ¼ cup pine nuts


    ½ cup beef stock


    8 ounces speck ham or prosciutto crudo, thinly sliced


    4 teaspoons fresh lemon juice


    Special equipment:


    meat mallet

  


  Preheat the oven to 400°F.


  Remove the silver skin from the pork and cut it into 12 medallions (about 3 ounces each). Cover with plastic wrap and pound with a mallet to approximately ¼-inch thickness.


  Coat potato cubes well in olive oil and salt, place in a baking dish, and roast in the oven until tender throughout, about 25 minutes; about 2–4 minutes before they’re done, lay the sliced cheese over them so it melts.


  Coat the bottom of a sauté pan with olive oil (a couple of tablespoons should suffice) and place over medium-high heat. Sprinkle one side of the pork scaloppini with salt and pepper; dredge the pieces in flour and sear for 2 minutes, browning the edges. Flip the pieces


  SWEET POTATO, PARSNIP & BEET GRATIN


  

  
    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    

    
  


  

  

  

  

  

  Glossary


  What’s basic vocabulary to one cook is foreign language to another. Although a glossary comprehensive enough to serve the needs of novices and avid kitcheneers alike would fill its own book, the following may shed some added light on recipe notations.


  Bird chilies: These small, thin cultivars may also be called “bird’s eye chilies” or “Thai chilies.”


  Black garlic: When garlic is fermented, it becomes dark, soft, and sweet. Once hard to find, it’s now available at some specialty spice shops.


  Blooming: An important step in recipes that contain gelatin, which must be soaked (hence softened) prior to cooking.


  Chiffonade: The technique to create a chiffonade involves slicing stacked, rolled leaves of greens or herbs into long, thin strips.


  Chile/chili: We have taken to spelling the name of one of the world’s most popular flavoring agents with an e in Latin contexts and an i in Asian contexts.


  Chinois/China cap: Generally interchangeable terms for a fine-meshed, conical strainer, used to produce smooth sauces and soups.


  Deglazing: This technique involves adding liquid to a pan in which food has just been cooked to loosen the sticky bits and, often, to provide the foundation for a sauce.


  Double straining: Cocktails that are double-strained are poured from a shaker, which has its own strainer, through a fine-mesh sieve to remove solids.


  Gochujang: Fermented Korean chili-and-soy paste.


  Huitlacoche: This cornstalk fungus is considered a delicacy in Mexico—hence the nickname “Mexican truffle.” Intensely earthy in character, it may be found canned in Latin markets. Also known as “corn smut.”


  Julienne: Julienned ingredients are cut into thin, matchstick-like pieces.


  Ketjap manis: Also kecap manis, this is a thick, sweet, gently spiced Indonesian soy sauce.


  Kimchee: The national side dish/condiment of Korea contains cabbage fermented with chili, garlic, and fish or shrimp sauce.


  Mandoline: An adjustable plane slicer designed to ensure uniform thinness.


  Muddling: Mixologist’s term for mashing solid ingredients. Though the back of a spoon will often suffice, a wooden muddling stick is preferable, as it won’t scratch glass.


  Nonreactive cookware: Stainless-steel and ceramic pots and pans (along with glass and plastic storage containers) are preferred over their copper, cast-iron, and aluminum equivalents for recipes that contain highly acidic ingredients such as tomatoes, vinegar, or citrus, which can react with certain metals.


  Panko: Japanese bread crumbs, valued for their light, crispy texture.


  Piment d’espelette: Espelette pepper, to use the English translation, is a type of paprika from France. The brick-red spice should be available from most gourmet retailers.


  Ponzu: Soy sauce, rice wine and vinegar, seaweed, and citrus juice—namely that of the mandarin orange–like yuzu—are the traditional ingredients of this Japanese condiment. You can purchase bottled versions or make your own, much as you would a vinaigrette.


  Preserved lemon: Brightly flavored salt-pickled lemons are most commonly associated with North African cuisine.


  Quenelle: In classical contexts, a quenelle is a savory poached dumpling. In modern usage, the word refers to any item that possesses the oval shape of its original referent; ice cream, mashed potatoes, preserves, and other soft foods can be molded into quenelles between two spoons.


  Roll cut: Cylindrical vegetables, such as carrots or zucchini, chopped on a bias are roll cut. Hold your knife at a 45-degree angle and make a diagonal slice, then rotate the vegetable up to a half turn and repeat.


  Sambal oelek: Indonesian chili paste.


  Shichimi togarashi: Also known as “seven-spice powder,” this Japanese spice mixture typically contains Sichuan peppercorns, chilies, dried orange or tangerine peel, sesame seeds, and seaweed flakes as well as garlic, ginger, and/or poppy seeds.


  Simple syrup: Equal parts sugar and water, boiled until the former has dissolved completely. Though you can buy bottled versions, it’s very easy (simple, in fact) to make yourself.


  Speck: This traditional ham hails from the Italian-Austrian border region known both as Alto Adige and the Südtirol; accordingly, it splits the difference between prosciutto and Black Forest ham, being more pungent than the former yet gentler than the latter.


  Sweat: When you sweat ingredients, you are simply cooking them over relatively gentle heat so that they soften but don’t brown.


  Tamari: A type of shoyu (Japanese soy sauce) made with less (or no) wheat, prized for its relative viscosity.
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  Twist: The classic cocktail garnish is most simply made by peeling a long, narrow strip of zest from a citrus fruit, avoiding the pith as much as possible and trimming the edges as necessary, then wrapping it around a thin, cylindrical implement (such as a skewer).
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