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INTRODUCTION

First and foremost, thank you for even opening this book. I’m gonna get the corny stuff out of the way quickly, but it’s important for me to note that you are the reason this book exists. You guys turned a fantasy that I’ve had since I was a kid into my real life and it’s hard for me to believe that I’m writing this right now. I don’t think I’ll be able to fully express to you how grateful I am, or even process that this is actually real until years from now, but we did it, fam. Thank you guys forever; I love you all.

Second order of business, the entire point of this book is for the food to just taste amazing. That’s the theme. I don’t focus on whether it’s healthy, nutritious, or hard to make. Flavor is the only priority for this book because that’s how I genuinely cook. I don’t care about anything else when I’m cooking. If there is a compound butter that doubles the calories in a sandwich but also doubles the flavor, without hesitation it’s going in the sandwich. For me, that perfect bite is worth it.

Oddly enough, I can pinpoint the moment that philosophy took hold of my life. It was the first time I had salami. I was six (according to my mom) and standing in our kitchen. She handed me a normal-ass slice of salami. Hand to God it changed my life forever. I can’t really speak to this, and I don’t mean to offend here, but I imagine it was like doing heroin for the first time. Like there was this unfilled hole in my life and that slice of salami filled it. Since then, all my core memories throughout childhood are of bites of food that I took. I remember everything about those moments. The room I was in, the clothes people were wearing, the emotions I felt, all because the food sparked a bigger response in my brain than anything else ever came close to. Overall, I have a terrible memory, but when it comes to eating good food, I feel like Rain Man. So that’s basically why my food and recipes are the way they are. I’m chasing the flavor dragon, and now you guys are chasing it with me.

That piece of salami changed the trajectory of my life in multiple ways. Like most kids, I had no idea what I actually wanted to be when I grew up, but without knowing it I’d already been groomed by food. One Valentine’s Day in high school I convinced the dean of students to let me compete with the student counsel by selling salami grams instead of candy grams. We blew them out of the fucking water. I sold dozens of crappy little heart-shaped pieces of paper with hunks of salami taped to the front, and hand-delivered them during classes. This wasn’t a shtick for me; I genuinely would just rather eat a salty, fatty piece of salami than a piece of candy, and I naively assumed other students would agree.

I didn’t know it at the time, but it was the real beginning of my career in food. I had horrible grades and didn’t really care about my classes, but for some reason I felt compelled to spend like a week preparing these salami grams. I just wanted to be around actual food and that instinct grew exponentially over the next few years.
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[image: Image]



SALT MEETS FAT

I felt it was necessary to write a mini love letter on this. When these two things are combined, the flavor that they create is kind of my North Star. My love for them is what guided me into this career. I just figured this out while writing stories for this book—every defining moment in my cooking journey has mostly been because of the fat and the salt. My first bite of salami, the first time I had tri tip, eating the skin off my mom’s roast chicken, it was the deeper flavor profile I was so in love with, the fat and the salt. I’m not going to pretend to be a nutritionist here or sugarcoat the fact that most of my recipes aren’t the healthiest. But if I became a cook because of how much I love eating fatty, salty shit and then wrote a healthy cookbook, I’d be a straight-up fraud. I fucking love, love fat and salt. In my brain, they are the undisputed best duo of any category of anything in the whole world. My all-time favorite bite of food you can create is the crispy skin off a freshly roasted chicken with no seasoning other than salt. Of all these stories of my mom scolding me in the kitchen, the realest, most common one was when I would eat the skin off her roast chicken before we were actually served the food. It happened every time she cooked that meal. I couldn’t get enough of that addicting combination. It’s all you need in a lot of situations. Chicharron is another great example. Straight up just fat and salt. Buttered toast is basically only good because of the fat and salt you put on it. These are just my opinions obviously; some people eat just toast with nothing on it, but I have a feeling they aren’t the people that bought this book. I have an inkling of a suspicion that you people all bought this book because, like me, you are in love with fat and salt. And that’s okay. As long as we take decent care of ourselves, I genuinely think it’s worth it to eat whatever it is that you crave sometimes. I know for a fact that when I die, I won’t be saying I regret eating all that salami. I’ll probably be asking for a piece of salami or choking on one and that’s how I die. This is stream-of-consciousness writing, but I just decided that’s how I want to die. Choking on a piece of salami… it would be a full-circle, beautiful moment, where the thing I loved most in the world eventually takes me out. Maybe you end up in some kind of salami heaven if that’s how you die. I hope so.
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HOW TO COOK INTUITIVELY AND MAKE GOOD FOOD

I should probably say the best way to get good at cooking is through making all the recipes in this book, but that’s simply not true. I genuinely think the easiest way to get good at intuitive cooking and being creative in the kitchen is just to watch YouTube videos. If you don’t already watch YouTube cooking videos, I’m jealous. To me that’s like meeting someone who hasn’t started Game of Thrones yet. Go watch Matty Matheson’s first Munchies video where he makes a cheeseburger. Don’t even follow along, just allow yourself to fall into a rabbit hole of entertaining food videos, soaking up information along the way. It’s like watching a fun class that’s built to be enjoyable and you won’t get tested on it later. Little tidbit, for the aspiring content creators, if you don’t enjoy watching them, you probably won’t enjoy making them. Start with the greats—Chef John from Food Wishes, Binging with Babish, Matty Matheson, and just search for your favorite recipes by these guys. They’ve more than likely made several iterations of it. Watch them cook, and soak up what they’re saying for entertainment before bed. Then hit the kitchen and make it with your heart, kinda checking if you’re doing it correctly, but also fucking up a bunch of times by not really checking. Change their recipes to your own liking, add more garlic, add less sugar, get the pan scorching hot, and either make it amazing or screw it up a little. Then, eventually, nail something that you made from memory and feel a whoosh of satisfaction land on you like an airplane. Use your hand to grab the salt rather than a tablespoon. If you’re not into YouTube videos, read the methods for these recipes but not the amounts and try to make them.

This is how I learned to cook, and it’s so much easier than people think. Just pretend like you already have swagger in the kitchen. Smash the burger like you’ve done it a thousand times before. Throw stuff into hot oil that you think might be better fried, and salt it when you take it out. It probably is better—unless it has lots of moisture, then you might blow your house up. The kitchen is a genuine playground, and you can’t ever really truly fuck anything up unless you chop a finger off or in fact blow that house up, so be careful too. But any cook worth their salt has some bumps, bruises, and burns, so don’t be too careful. Cook with swag and be confident and watch food videos before bed.
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THE IMPORTANCE OF SHARP KNIVES

A nice chef’s knife is the most important piece of equipment in your kitchen. It will fully change the way you cook and just make your life better in general. It also makes you look like a badass when cooking. Spend like $140 and do five minutes of research and it will fully change the way you cook. It makes everything easier (and safer) and enhances that genuine swagger. If you’re attempting to learn any good kitchen knife skills whatsoever, buy a chef’s knife first. This isn’t an ad, and I’ve actually never spoken a word to this company, but it was my first chef’s knife and is still my favorite many years later so screw it, free plug: get the eight-inch Mac Chef’s Knife with Dimples. It’s $140, you can buy it on Amazon, and if you hone it and take good care of it (wash and dry after every use) it will last you for years.

Watch a YouTube video on knife skills, and with your new skills you’ll be an everyday Gordon Ramsay. There are really only two things you need to learn before knowing the basics of good knife skills, and with a sharp knife neither should take long to master: (1) the claw thing and (2) the way you grip the knife. You’ll need visuals to learn these, so once again, hit YouTube. Josh Weissman has a great video on this, but there are also a thousand that all teach you the same stuff. This is truly the most important thing in your kitchen. Dull knives are a huge pain in the ass and actually dangerous to use. Get a great knife and I promise you won’t regret it.
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