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A Mexican Comida


A Home-Style Vietnamese Sunday Lunch


An Italian Renaissance Supper


A Festive Indian Dinner


A Chinese Celebration


A Trio of Winter Feasts


A Winter Holiday Dinner


A Potluck Thanksgiving


A Vegan Thanksgiving
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Korean tacos? Mexican chile in your sushi? Wonton skins for your mozzarella–curried lamb ravioli? That’s us. Americans. For us, the big jumbled mix of our immigrant cuisines reigns supreme. So does our unique, open-minded curiosity about other cultures’ foods. We’ve got a chance to eat and cook in ways that would stand Fannie Farmer’s hair on end.


Weekend cooking is a chance to venture into new territory, be it checking out the markets and hole-in-the-wall eateries where English isn’t a first language, or taking home a culture in your grocery sack.


These menus are some favorites—a Mexican comida, a Vietnamese home-style Sunday lunch, a scaled-down Italian feast from the Renaissance, Indian party food, and a real Chinese celebration. Each menu has its own backstory—how the meal is eaten on its home turf, why the dishes are what they are, information on key techniques to take into your kitchen, and, perhaps most important, where to go to learn more. Each menu that follows lays out a game plan so you can get to the table with some semblance of sanity and enjoy your company.


Consider these menus introductions. Several lifetimes are needed to truly know each of these cuisines. In short, we know what we don’t know and urge you to dive deeper by looking into the works of some of the masters of these cuisines, which are listed at the end of each menu.


Wine pairing suggestions and storage instructions are included in the individual recipes.


[image: A Mexican COMIDA]


Tomatillo Salsa with Fresh Cheese from El Cardenal in Mexico City


Jicama & Mango Sticks in Chile & Lime


Yucatán Pork in Banana Leaves (Cochinita Pibil)


Simple Black Beans & Rice


Corn Tortillas


Chile-Spiked Mexican Wedding Cakes


Watermelon Water (Agua de Sandia)


[image: A Mexican COMIDA]


1 Simple Black Beans 2 Jicama & Mango Sticks in Chili & Lime 3 Pickled Onions 4 Yucatán Pork in Banana Leaves (Cochinita Pibil) 5 Tomatillo Salsa with Fresh Cheese 6 Watermelon Water (Agua de Sandia)


The burritos and tacos, the guacamole and chips we eat barely touch the astonishing tastes waiting in each of Mexico’s regions. There, each cook, village, and valley shows off its own dishes. Mexican food could never be summed up by one type of tamal, taco, or, for that matter, one kind of bean. It is incredibly simple food, and at the same time deeply sophisticated, with unexpected flavors and ways of combining ingredients.


Surprisingly, many of Mexico’s dishes aren’t spicy hot. Here is a guide to cooking a Mexican meal full of authentic flavors, pretty extraordinary ones at that.


How to Eat a Mexican Meal


The most important meal of the day is the comida, which is eaten between 2:00 and 4:00 p.m. That is after a full desayuno (breakfast), a midday antojo (craving), but luckily before the cena (light dinner). It sounds daunting, but portions are appropriate—tacos, for instance, are the size of a small child’s hand, not its head, as they are in the United States.


The comida usually starts with a small snack or soup, then a main course of meat or fish served with rice and beans, and a dessert. Salsa and corn tortillas are always on the table. Beer, wine, and Mexico’s delicious freshly flavored waters—agua frescas—made from fruits and flowers are served throughout the meal.




PULLING IT OFF


Two Days Prior:




Marinate the Yucatán Pork in its spice paste.


Bake the Chile-Spiked Mexican Wedding Cakes.





One Day Prior:




Roast the Yucatán Pork in Banana Leaves.





Day of the Comida:




Make the Tomatillo Salsa with Fresh Cheese, the Jicama & Mango Sticks in Chile & Lime, the black beans and rice, and the Watermelon Water.


Reheat the Yucatán Pork in Banana Leaves.












    [image: The MEXICAN PANTRY and KITCHEN]


HELPFUL CULINARY TOOLS:


	A citrus squeezer for juicing citrus fruits


	A blender (a Mexican cook’s best friend) for salsas, seasoning pastes, and drinks


	A molcajete, a volcanic rock mortar and pestle, the traditional tool for grinding spices and making sauces



UNIQUE CULINARY TECHNIQUES:




  Roasting over an Open Flame or on a Hot Griddle:
This is one of the most distinctive techniques in cooking authentic Mexican. Chiles, tomatillos, garlic, onions, and masa are all routinely roasted, toasted, and charred over high heat, often just an open flame. The technique gives the food an intensity and earthiness hard to duplicate elsewhere. See the directions for the spice paste in our Yucatán Pork in Banana Leaves for an example.


  Frying of the Sauce:
This is a technique that is shared with Indian, Southeast Asian, and ancient Spice Islands cuisines. Isn’t it interesting that it’s common with cultures that favor intricate spicing? In Mexico, a sauce (it could be salsa, a complicated mole, or simple tomato sauce) is puréed and then sautéed in hot fat until the sauce “breaks,” or separates with pools of oil on the surface. Just as in flame roasting, this additional frying deepens and concentrates the flavors and builds a sauce with more structure.







SHOPPING A MEXICAN MARKET—ESSENTIAL FOODS AND FLAVORS


Jars, Bottles, and Cans: chipotles in adobo sauce, salsas, hot sauces, membrillo (sweet quince paste), cajeta (Mexico’s goat milk), dulce de leche


    Frozen Foods: tamales, banana leaves, fruit purées, huitlacoche (corn mushrooms)


    Spices and Aromatics: dried whole and ground chiles, achiote (annatto) seed, canela (cinnamon sticks), avocado leaves, epazote, Mexican oregano


    Dry Goods: beans, rice, hominy, masa harina, tortillas


    Fresh Produce: chiles, tomatillos, avocados, limes, plantains, jicama, fresh epazote


    Cured and Cooked Products: crema, Queso Fresco, Queso Añejo, chorizo sausage


    Some Brands We Like: Goya, La Morena, San Marcos, Herdez, La Costeña, Orale, Badia, La Flor










[image: A WORD ABOUT SHOPPING ETHNIC MARKETS]


These are the places where quality and selection can be plentiful while prices are lower than at specialty food shops. Check the ingredients lists for anything that doesn’t sound like you’d want it in your kitchen, but please don’t limit yourself to our shopping lists. There’s an entire world of new foods out there to discover.



    

    

        [image: BUILDING THE LIBRARY MEXICO]


        Rick Bayless, Authentic Mexican, HarperCollins, 1987, and Rick Bayless’s Mexican Kitchen, Scribner, 1996 Diana Kennedy, The Essential Cuisines of Mexico, Clarkson Potter, 2009, and From My Mexican Kitchen: Techniques and Ingredients, Clarkson Potter, 2003 Ricardo Muñoz, Stuffed Chiles of Mexico: An Anthology of Recipes, UNAM, 2009 (bilingual), and Los Clásicos de la Cocina Mexicana, Larousse, 2009 (in Spanish) Patricia Quintana, The Taste of Mexico, Stewart, Tabori & Chang, 1986, and Cuisine of the Water Gods, Simon & Schuster, 1994 Susannah Trilling, Seasons of My Heart: A Culinary Journey Through Oaxaca, Ballantine, 1999 Maria Dolores Torres Yzabel, The Mexican Gourmet, Thunder Bay Press, 1995
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Architect Sarah Susanka, creator of The Not So Big House franchise (www.notsobighouse.com), believes that eating under pools of light that are centered on the table brings on instant intimacy. That one thing, a pool of light in the right place, makes the meal, the table, and we who gather around it the focal point of the room.


The ideal situation in Sarah’s eyes is a pendant hanging directly over the table, and it is the height of that fixture that is most important. Sarah explains that many people make the mistake of hanging their lights too high. They should hang low over the table, just above eye level, for the most dramatic and comfortable effect.


It is side lighting that makes things cozy. Place wall sconces or table lamps on dimmers elsewhere in the room so they can be easily adjusted. Dimmers also can give you a dining room where there isn’t one. Leave your table area dark. When you want everyone to sit down, bring up the dining area lights and dim the lights in the living area. Theatrical and very effective.


If you’re saddled with glaring overhead fluorescents, turn them off and go for candlelight. Never underestimate the festivity of a nice big candelabra and a collection of votives on the table—everyone (and every dish) looks better in candlelight.







[image: On the Perfect Dining Room Table]


Is there a table that can draw out the shy, push back the bossy, and make the food more delicious? The definitive answer came from a surprising source—writer, director, and hostess extraordinaire Nora Ephron. Nora campaigns for round tables because of their perfect flexibility. Three can eat as easily as eight; you can see and hear everyone else, which means lively talk across the table is practically ensured; yet you are still able to tuck quietly into a conversation with the person seated next to you.


Additional seats can always be sneaked in because no table legs or corners get in the way, and food is easily passed and shared, both around and across. And when you need even more space, adding leaves turns a round table into an oval—Lynne’s personal favorite for its space-saving qualities.
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Rice Paper Rolls of Herbs & Shrimp


Cucumber & Melon Salad with Mint


Vietnamese Green Mango Noodle Salad with Grilled Pork


Caramelized Catfish Sand Pot


Simple White Rice


Ginger Syrup for All Seasons with Asian Pears


Vietnamese Coffee*


* In a glass, mix a strong shot of espresso with sweetened condensed milk to taste. Add additional regular milk to taste. Pour over ice or drink lukewarm.
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    1 Caramelized Catfish Sand Pot 2 Vietnamese Green Mango Noodle Salad with Grilled Pork 3 Cucumber & Melon Salad with Mint 4 Simple White Rice 5 Rice Paper Rolls of Herbs & Shrimp


No other Asian cuisine plays the contrasts of fresh herbs, fruits, and vegetables against vivid, sometimes forceful flavorings quite the way Vietnamese cooking does. Each part of Asia has its identifying mix of fresh and fermented ingredients (the two foundations of all Asian flavors), but Vietnam’s versions are unsurpassed. This collection of dishes starts you off with a basic idea of what this amazing cuisine embraces.


How to Eat a Vietnamese Meal


In Vietnam, the food is usually served all at once, a free-for-all family style. You use chopsticks, and each person is responsible for a nearby dish and must be ready to pass it on demand. Most Vietnamese foods are best eaten from a rice bowl. Scoop a small portion of rice into the bowl, and top it with small pieces of the dish. For dishes that don’t fit in bowls, such as our Rice Paper Rolls of Herbs & Shrimp, pass a stack of small salad plates, and place individual bowls of dipping sauce alongside. Condiments are constants on the table: pickles, fried shallots, sprigs of fresh herbs, sliced scallions, and those ubiquitous dipping sauces. Everyone seasons and eats as they wish.




PULLING IT OFF


Two Days Prior:




Make the Caramelized Catfish Sand Pot and the Ginger Syrup for All Seasons.


Make the Nuoc Cham Dipping Sauce for the Rice Paper Rolls.





One Day Prior:




Prep the ingredients for the Vietnamese Green Mango Noodle Salad with Grilled Pork and the Rice Paper Rolls of Herbs & Shrimp.





Day of the Lunch:




Assemble the Rice Paper Rolls of Herbs & Shrimp, the Vietnamese Green Mango Noodle Salad with Grilled Pork, and the Ginger Syrup for All Seasons with Asian Pears.


Make the white rice and the Cucumber & Melon Salad with Mint.


Reheat the Caramelized Catfish Sand Pot.


Make the Vietnamese Coffee.
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HELPFUL CULINARY TOOLS:


	Sand pot clay cookware for casseroles and soups


	Bamboo skewers for grilling and serving



UNIQUE CULINARY TECHNIQUES:




A quick lesson in Vietnamese flavorings and techniques is embodied in these traditional seasonings. Each one is like a small blueprint of how to construct Vietnam’s unique tastes.


  Dipping Sauce (Nuoc Cham):
Take a bite of a freshly wrapped spring roll dipped in Vietnam’s classic nuoc cham and you will begin your culinary education in how Vietnam balances flavors. That dipping sauce works together fermented, sweet, sour, and the intensity of accent seasonings—here they are garlic and chile. Other sauces, of course, figure in the cuisine, but this is the hallmark sauce of Vietnam.


  Caramel Sauce:
Vietnamese cooks use caramel sauce made from sugar and water to give stews and even grilled meats and tofu beautiful color and a surprisingly nutty sweetness.


  The Table Salad:
Table salad platters are set out along with grilled foods, soups, and stir-fries (especially ones from South Vietnam) and are heaped with fresh greens, lime wedges, sliced chiles, and herbs such as mint, coriander, saw leaf, and holy basil. Tear them into your soup, over your rice, or into a salad, or wrap them into rice paper rolls. Once you get into table salads, you’ll wonder why American cooks see fresh herbs only as accents.







SHOPPING A VIETNAMESE MARKET—ESSENTIAL FOODS AND FLAVORS


Jars, Bottles, and Cans: fish sauce, soy sauce, anchovy sauce, hoisin, ground chili paste, bean sauce, coconut milk, sesame oil, tamarind paste, rice vinegar, preserved bean curd


    Frozen Foods: dumplings, noodles, frozen seafood, Vietnamese sausages, hard-to-find fruits and vegetables


    Dry Goods: rice, rice noodles and rice paper rounds (Elephant is a reliable brand), rice flours, tapioca starch and tapioca pearls


    Fresh Produce: bird’s eye and Thai chiles, ginger, galangal, holy basil (rau que), cilantro (rau mui), lemongrass, lime leaves, Vietnamese coriander (rau ram), saw leaf (ngo gai), sugarcane


Some Brands We Like: Viet Huong, Three Crabs, Flying Fish, Koon Chun, Pearl River Bridge, Elephant, Two Ladies










[image: on being the Perfect Host]


Journalist Sally Quinn, one of Washington, D.C.’s ultimate hostesses, summed it up: “If you’ve invited someone to dinner, remember that it’s about them, not you.” A liberating thought when you think about it.







[image: BUILDING THE LIBRARY VIETNAM]


Binh Duong and Marcia Kiesel, Simple Art of Vietnamese Cooking, Prentice Hall, 1991 Bach Ngo and Gloria Zimmerman, The Classic Cuisine of Vietnam, Plume, 1986 Andrea Nguyen, Into the Vietnamese Kitchen, Ten Speed Press, 2006 Mai Pham, Pleasures of the Vietnamese Table, HarperCollins, 2001 Nicole Routhier, The Foods of Vietnam, Stewart, Tabori & Chang, 1989 Charmaine Solomon, Encyclopedia of Asian Food, Periplus Editions, 1996
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Farmer’s Aperitivo*


Olives


Roasted Almonds


Salami in Small Dice, Speared on Skewers


An Unusual Italian Salad


Renaissance Lasagne


Venetian Iced Raspberry Cream


* For Farmer’s Aperitivo, stir a shot of red wine into a cup of hot Master Broth or Cheater’s Broth and serve in mugs.


The cuisine everyone loves and claims as their own still has secrets to tell, even after all the borrowing and improvising Italian food has inspired.


Believe it or not, many “new” foods in Italy are inspired by the most glamorous era of its past, so we are taking you back to the lavish banquet halls of the Italian Renaissance with a menu that tastes amazingly modern.


Italy’s innovative chefs plunder the cookbooks of the period, and once you taste these dishes you will know why. One caveat: if we were sitting down to a banquet in sixteenth-century Italy, we’d eat our way through some sixty dishes in five courses (there would have been thirty pairs of hands busy in the kitchen). This is your guide to making a simpler version happen. Keep your eyes open as you cook, because at every turn are flavor combinations and techniques to carry over to everyday cooking.


How to Eat an Italian Meal


Savoring the individual dish is everything in Italy. A meal comes in courses, just as in the United States, but in the Italian spirit the courses are often small plates of what we’d eat as a side dish. For instance, a mix of roasted vegetables might be offered alone as a first course.


Italians ease into a gathering, with light tastes of dishes meant to provoke appetite, but never satisfy it. Called antipasti, meaning “outside the meal,” these should be simple things. In this menu they are practically primal: olives, nuts, and small bites of salami.




PULLING IT OFF


Up to One Month Prior:




Make the Venetian Iced Raspberry Cream and the candied lemon peel for An Unusual Italian Salad.





Two Days Prior:




Make the Baroque Ragù for the Renaissance Lasagne and the balsamic syrup for An Unusual Italian Salad.





One Day Prior:




Make the pasta for the Renaissance Lasagne.


Prep the greens for An Unusual Italian Salad and the cheese for the Renaissance Lasagne.





Day of the Supper:




Make the Farmer’s Aperitivo.


Assemble the Renaissance Lasagne and arrange the olives, almonds, and salami into an antipasti platter.










[image: An Italian RENAISSANCE SUPPER THE MENU]


HELPFUL CULINARY TOOLS:


	A heavy rolling pin for pasta or a pasta machine


	An oversized colander for draining pasta


	A flat-ended wooden spatula for stirring sauces



UNIQUE CULINARY TECHNIQUES:




  Using Premium Olive Oils as Seasoning:
Italians are the kings of “anointing” finished dishes with a drizzle of olive oil with distinctive flavor. If you are going to go for broke and buy an oil for flavoring rather than cooking, you want an extra-virgin oil with a press date on it. Olive oil fades after a year, so don’t buy it unless you know when it was pressed.


  Pasta Water:
A half cup of pasta water thickens, seasons, and brings more flavorful quantity to light sauces and vegetable sautés. That water, scooped out just before the pasta is drained, turns seemingly scant and dry sautés into generous sauces, a trick Italians call “lengthening” or allungamento.


  Pasta plus Cheese and then Sauce:
Tossing pasta first with grated cheese, then saucing, is an unusual technique that gives you a rougher and earthier version of a pasta—entirely different from grating cheese over a sauced pasta.


  Count to Ten:
Before putting your money down for cured meats and cheeses, taste and then count to ten after swallowing. You want to see if there are any “off” aftertastes. You’ll be surprised at what you don’t taste in that first bite. Unpleasant aftertastes come from poor quality or poor storage. Either way, if it doesn’t taste good, don’t buy it.







SHOPPING AN ITALIAN MARKET—ESSENTIAL FOODS AND FLAVORS


Jars, Bottles, and Cans: extra-virgin olive oils, canned whole tomatoes, tomato paste, olives, salted capers, tuna, anchovies


Dry Goods: pastas, ground cornmeal, dried porcini mushrooms, cannellini beans, borlotti beans, peeled fava beans, farro, Arborio or carnaroli rice, panettone Christmas bread and panforte from Siena


Cured and Cooked Products: Italian artisan cheeses, cured fatback (lardo), pancetta, prosciutto, salami


Some Brands We Like: DeCecco, Del Natura, Rustichella, Latini, Cipriani, Malpighi, Muir Glen, La Quercia, Salume, Biellese, Molinari, Kirkland Toscano, Laudemio, Olio Verde, McEvoy Ranch, Moustere Groves








Pasta never shows up as a side dish. It’s too engaging and demands too much craft to be shuffled off to play second fiddle. It’s always a first course, or the most important one. “Main” dishes as we think of them really don’t exist in Italy. That classic second course—meat, fish, or poultry—is merely easing toward the finish of the meal.


Eating in Italy is about human engagement. For your sanity and your own pleasure, let the meal progress at a leisurely pace, giving plenty of time between courses, and serve the coffee after the dessert. If you’d like, this is when liqueurs, nuts for cracking, and fruits could be set out. Lingering at the table is the most Italian custom of all.




[image: BUILDING THE LIBRARY ITALY]


Mario Batali, The Babbo Cookbook, Clarkson Potter, 2002, and Molto Italiano, Ecco, 2005 Nancy Harmon Jenkins, Flavors of Puglia, Broadway Books, 1997 Fred Plotkin, Italy for the Gourmet Traveler, Kyle Books, 2010, and La Terra Fortunata: The Splendid Food and Wine of Friuli Venezia-Giulia, Italy’s Great Undiscovered Region, Broadway Books, 2001 Mary Taylor Simeti, Pomp and Sustenance: Twenty-Five Centuries of Sicilian Food, Knopf, 1989 Oretta Zanini de Vita, Encyclopedia of Pasta, University of California Press, 2009
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Papadums*


Assorted Pickles*


Wedding Lamb Biriyani


Yogurt Raita


Ginger Syrup for All Seasons with Mangoes and Pistachios


* Buy ready-made pappadums and pickles in Indian markets or the ethnic section of larger grocery stores.


India’s food isn’t just a can of curry powder and a jar of chutney (although a lot can be done with that pair); it is ancient and deeply regional, with a stunning collection of eating possibilities. Imagine a country where a spice might be roasted, fried, soaked, used whole or freshly ground, and that often all of those variations will be in the same dish.


Combine that attention to detail with innumerable and very separate regions and religions, and a caste system—each dictating different ways of eating—and you begin to get an idea of the possibilities India possesses. We hope this menu gives you a taste of what the cuisine embraces, and we also hope you find cooking methods you’ll use constantly, no matter what you’re making.


How to Eat an Indian Meal


In a typical Indian meal everything is served at the same time, including the dessert. The meal is placed on a giant platter called a thali, or in the center of the table where everyone helps themselves. It is, however, eaten in courses, appetizers first with pickles or relish, then the main dish with bread or rice and the additional vegetable, and then a dessert, usually fruit, at the end. Rice or bread is always on the table, as are small amounts of highly flavored condiments to complement the other dishes—things like yogurt, chutneys, and sweet or pungent pickles.


Water and fruit juices are drunk with the meal, though in some parts of India a meal can end with yogurt or buttermilk, which is believed to help digestion.


Eating with the fingers is tradition in much of the country, though that is beginning to change in urban areas. Pieces of bread scoop up morsels of food, and saucy dishes top beds of rice for easier handling. Only the right hand is used for eating, as the left is considered “unclean” and is reserved for handling a glass or spooning food onto a plate.


Our Indian menu is not an example of an everyday meal in India. Biriyani is a dish of celebration, usually a meal in itself accompanied by something simple to contrast its richness. Here it’s a raita, a fresh, cooling relish of yogurt, cucumber, garlic, and chile.




PULLING IT OFF


One to Two Days Prior:




Make the lamb for the Wedding Lamb Biriyani and the Ginger Syrup for All Seasons.





Day of the Dinner:




Assemble and bake the Wedding Lamb Biriyani.


Make the Yogurt Raita.


Assemble the Ginger Syrup for All Seasons with mangoes and pistachios.


Toast the papadums and set out the pickles.










[image: BUILDING THE LIBRARY INDIA]


Yamuna Devi, The Art of Indian Vegetarian Cooking, Bala Books, 1987 Raghavan Iyer, 660 Curries, Workman, 2008, and The Turmeric Trail, St. Martin’s Press, 2002 Madhur Jaffrey, Madhur Jaffrey’s Flavors of India, Clarkson Potter, 1995, and An Invitation to Indian Cooking, Ecco, 1999 Maya Kaimal, Savoring the Spice Coast of India, HarperCollins, 2000 Julie Sahni, Classic Indian Cooking, Morrow, 1980, and Classic Indian Vegetarian Cookery, Grub Street, 2003
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HELPFUL CULINARY TOOLS:


	A spice grinder or coffee grinder to grind whole spices for maximum flavor


	A food processor to make purées and sauces


	A spice box, which is a round stainless steel tin with a lid and individual compartments for the spices most often used in your household



UNIQUE CULINARY TECHNIQUES:




  Roasting on a Hot Griddle:
Spices are toasted for maximum flavor before using, breads are cooked and rewarmed, and papadums come to life when toasted over a hot griddle.


  Spice Pastes:
Indian cooks often blend spices with fresh ginger or chiles, tomatoes, or just water into a paste, which is then fried in fat much the same way Mexican cooks fry their moles. The difference in taste between a raw spice paste and a cooked one is quite stunning. The first step in the recipe for Wedding Lamb Biriyani walks you through the process.


  Reducing Yogurt as You Would Broth:
In the same way that Western cooks create a layer of intense flavor by simmering broth or wine into a sauté of meat or vegetables so it reduces down to its essence with barely any liquid left, in the Indian kitchen you can do the same thing with yogurt. The yogurt makes a dish deliciously tangy and creamy. Whole-milk yogurt lends a rich-tasting layering; with low-fat yogurt there’s more tang.


  Finishing Sautés:
Cooked dishes get a last fresh-cooked seasoning. Sautéed onion, ginger, or garlic with whole spices such as mustard seeds, cumin, fennel, or coriander is used to finish many Indian recipes. Raisins and nuts could be in the pan, too. These hot seasonings top finished dishes just as Americans might add a pat of butter.







Shopping an Indian Market—Essential Foods and Flavors


Jars, Bottles, and Cans: sauces, tamarind concentrate, curry pastes, chutneys (use for marinating, saucing, and sautéing and for dressings)


Frozen Foods: Breads such as roti, naan, parantha, and chapati; stuffed fritters, such as samosas and croquettes; vegetables and frozen fruit purées


Spices and Aromatics: Indian spice blends are usually quite pure. Check out chaat masala, garam masala, chana masala, biriyani blends, and kofta mixes.


Dry Goods: basmati rice, dried lentils, beans, teas and chais


Fresh Produce: curry leaf, kaffir lime leaves, galangal, fresh turmeric, greens of all sorts


Cured, Cooked, and Dairy Products: yogurt, lassis, and cheeses such as paneer; check refrigerated cases for freshly made chutneys


Snacks: Indians are über-snackers. Try chakali (deep-fried rings of spicy chickpea and lentil batter) made by Vijaya Foods


Some Brands We Like: Deep, MDH, Shan, SWAD, Maya, Patek
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Sichuan-Inspired Pickled Vegetables


Simple White Rice


Chicken in Chinese Master Sauce


Growing Fortune Salad


Chinese Hot & Sour Soup


Ginger Shrimp Stir-Fry with Snow Peas, Chinese Mushrooms & Baby Corn


Long-Life Noodles of Chinese Broccoli & Garlic Pork


Lychee Nuts & Orange Wedges*


* Buy fresh or canned lychee nuts in Asian markets, shell them, and combine with bite-sized pieces of peeled oranges.


Here is the thing about Chinese food: there is so much to taste and know. Three thousand years of one of the planet’s most enlightened cultures make this cuisine. You could eat a different Chinese dish at each meal for the rest of your life and never taste them all. China’s food traditions are as vast as the country’s geography. Sadly, authentic Chinese flavors rarely show up at our local take-out places, but if you cook, you get to enjoy those dishes you don’t find in restaurants. And that is what this special menu is about.


How to Eat a Chinese Meal


You could set out the entire meal at once, but for a celebration, present the menu in the order outlined here. The idea is to guide your guests’ palates, leading them through an arc of tastes and nuances and contrasts, ending with noodles as the dinner’s finale to wish your guests a long life.


Set each place with a bowl for rice, a small plate, a small soup bowl, chopsticks (set a fork, too, for comfort’s sake), and a soup spoon (ideally porcelain). As the host, you’ll sit with your back to the door (to be nearest the kitchen) with your guest of honor facing you. First tastes of dishes, especially stir-fries fresh from the wok, and the choicest bits are offered to the guest of honor or to the eldest at the table.


Soup isn’t eaten first; instead, it is sipped throughout the meal, or in the middle of it. Bites of rice are eaten in between dishes. Etiquette demands that you never stand your chopsticks in your rice, as this symbolizes death; instead, place them flat on top of your bowl or alongside it, and never eat every bit on your plate. This signals your host that there wasn’t enough food.


Balancing Flavors


In a Chinese menu you want a play of flavors—sweet, tart, sour, spiced, and a dish that quietly tastes only of its main ingredients, such as our Ginger Shrimp Stir-Fry with Snow Peas, Chinese Mushrooms & Baby Corn. The same is true of textures. We don’t know of another cuisine where the sensations you feel as you eat count for so much, as in the crunch of a crisp pickle or the melting quality of master sauce chicken.


Each of these menu elements exists for a reason. They evolved out of three thousand years of complicated history, with food constantly playing a central role. That famous yin-yang design, with its swirls of dark and light, reveals the Chinese philosophy of food, health, and life—all of life is balance. You eat to balance your innate nature, your health, the seasons, your pleasure, and your spirit, and you eat beliefs, as in lettuce for the New Year, because its name in Cantonese—saang choy—sounds like the Cantonese expression for “growing or producing fortune.”




PULLING IT OFF


Up to a Month Prior:




Make the broth for the Chinese Hot & Sour Soup.





Two Days Prior:




Make the pickled vegetables for the Sichuan-Inspired Pickled Vegetables and the dipping sauces for Chicken in Chinese Master Sauce.





One Day Prior:




Make the Chicken in Chinese Master Sauce.


Prep the salad greens and dressing for the Growing Fortune Salad, and prep the ingredients for the Chinese Hot & Sour Soup.





Day of the Celebration:




Prep the Ginger Shrimp Stir-Fry with Snow Peas, Chinese Mushrooms & Baby Corn, and Long Life Noodles.


Assemble the lychee nuts and orange wedges and the Growing Fortune Salad.


Make the white rice.


Heat the soup.


Stir-fry the Ginger Shrimp Stir-Fry with Snow Peas, Chinese Mushrooms & Baby Corn.


Stir-fry Long-Life Noodles.










[image: BUILDING THE LIBRARY CHINA]


Eileen Yin-Fei Lo, Mastering the Art of Chinese Cooking, Chronicle Books, 2009 Grace Young, The Wisdom of the Chinese Kitchen, Simon & Schuster, 1999 Grace Young and Alan Richardson, The Breath of a Wok, Simon & Schuster, 2004 Nina Simonds, A Spoonful of Ginger, Alfred A. Knopf, 1999 Ken Hom, Easy Family Recipes from a Chinese-American Childhood, Knopf, 1997 Nicole Mones, The Last Chinese Chef, Houghton Mifflin, 2008 Barbara Tropp, The Modern Art of Chinese Cooking, Morrow, 1982







[image: The INDIAN PANTRY and KITCHEN]


HELPFUL CULINARY TOOLS:


	A wok, ideally rolled steel or iron (never nonstick or enameled), 14 to 16 inches in diameter, flat-bottomed, with a long wooden handle


	A long-handled metal spatula or wok shovel for stir-frying


	A large stainless steel mesh strainer with a long bamboo handle


	A cleaver (excellent quality for the money and used to cut everything)



UNIQUE CULINARY TECHNIQUES:




  The Stir-Fry:
A proper stir-fry always begins with the technique of “hot wok, cold oil.” Heat the empty wok to smoking hot, then add the oil, and finally add your ingredients. Following this order will ensure no sticking.


  Cutting Ingredients into Precise Shapes:
There are reasons Chinese recipes demand specific shapes. The cut and shape determine a dish’s look, tastes, and textures. Small pieces need only quick bursts of high heat; this is important in a country where fuel has been in short supply since the days of Attila the Hun.


  Marrying Flavors with Sugar:
Often tiny amounts of sugar go into a dish not for their sweetness, but because some cooks believe the sugar helps flavors come together.







SHOPPING A CHINESE MARKET—ESSENTIAL FOODS AND FLAVORS


Jars, Bottles, and Cans: hoisin sauce, chili paste, soy sauce, oyster sauce, plum sauce, bean sauces (hot, brown, red, or fermented), chile garlic sauce


Frozen Foods: dim sum, fresh noodles, scallion pancakes, Peking doilies, wonton skins, egg roll skins, hard-to-find fruits


Spices and Aromatics: Sichuan peppercorns, star anise, five-spice powder, dried chiles, salted and fer- mented black beans, black vinegar from Zhejiang or Guangdong, Shao Xing cooking wine, Asian sesame oil


Dry Goods: mushrooms of all kinds (especially shiitake), tiger lily buds, cellophane or bean thread noodles, egg and wheat noodles, rice noodles, dried red dates, long-grain rice


Produce: water chestnuts, bamboo shoots and other Asian vegetables, seafood, ginger, fresh herbs, tofu


Cured and Cooked Products: Chinese sausages, bacon, preserved ducks, roasted pork, duck, and chicken


Some Brands We Like: Koon Chun, Mee Chun, Lee Kum Kee, Pearl River Bridge, Twin Pagoda, Kikkoman (yes, the Japanese soy sauce)










[image: Sit on It: The Dining Chair]


A chair can torture or cosset; it’s all in how it was designed, and how each of our bodies takes to it. Yet we rarely think twice about putting a matched set together.


Antiques authority Judith Miller, author of Chairs (Conran, 2009), says if you look back to the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries, there was only one chair in a given room, and the person of highest status would get it. It’s where our word chairman originates.


Judith is set against the dining set; she backs a far more playful approach. Think about putting together a collection of different chairs for your dining table. Interesting aesthetically, possibly economical, and definitely practical; a variety ensures that you will have a chair for both the six-year-old and the six-footer.





[image: You will feel hungry in an hour. —CHINESE FORTUNE COOKIE MESSAGE]


A TRIO OF WINTER FEASTS Two goals drive these menus: First, the food has to be a standout and easy to pull off. Second, you, the host, should be able to sit happily at the table in absolute control, as opposed to slumped against a kitchen cabinet, whisk in hand, muttering unpleasant observations about guests and certain cookbook authors. Wine pairings are found in individual recipes.


[image: A Winter Holiday DINNER THE MENU]


Pickled Herring*


Slow-Roasted Pork with Glazed Orange Slices


Gingered Purée of Winter Roots


Broccoli with Lemon


Mustard-Glazed Red Cabbage with Apple


Double Pear Pudding Cake with Warm Caramel-Cognac Sauce


* Buy ready-made in the refrigerated section of your grocery store.


[image: Let us love winter, for it is the spring of genius.—PIETRO ARETINO]


In spite of our shared Mediterranean heritage, oddly Scandinavian tastes lure us in as winter descends. Celebrate anything with this menu. It could be Christmas, the New Year, a stellar report card, or a new puppy.




PULLING IT OFF


Three Days Prior:




Season the pork.


Make the pears for the Double Pear Pudding Cake and the Warm Caramel-Cognac Sauce.





One Day Prior:




Bake the Double Pear Pudding Cake.


Make the Gingered Purée of Winter Roots and the Mustard-Glazed Red Cabbage with Apple.





Day of the Dinner:




Put out the pickled herring.


Roast the Slow-Roasted Pork with Glazed Orange Slices.


Make the broccoli with lemon.


Reheat the Gingered Purée of Winter Roots, the Mustard-Glazed Red Cabbage with Apple, and the Caramel-Cognac Sauce.








[image: A Potluck THANKSGIVING THE MENU]


Wild Mushroom & Walnut Pâté


Crisp Roast Turkey with Garlic, Apple & Basil


Apple Brandy Pan Gravy


Cornbread Pudding with Rough Country Greens


Gingered Purée of Winter Roots


West Indies Green Beans


Butternut “Pumpkin” Pie


Five-Nut Caramel Tart


Please note the word potluck. Feel free to assign dishes.




PULLING IT OFF


Three Days Prior:




Make the Wild Mushroom & Walnut Pâté, the West Indies Spice Blend for the West Indies Green Beans, and the piecrusts for the Butternut “Pumpkin” Pie and the Five-Nut Caramel Tart.


Bake the cornbread for the Cornbread Pudding with Rough Country Greens.





Two Days Prior:




Cook the greens for the Cornbread Pudding with Rough Country Greens.


Roast the squash for the Butternut “Pumpkin” Pie.





One Day Prior:




Brine the turkey.


Make the broth for the Apple Brandy Pan Gravy.


Bake the Five-Nut Caramel Tart and the Cornbread Pudding with Rough Country Greens.


Bake the Butternut “Pumpkin” Pie.


Make the Gingered Purée of Winter Roots and the green beans for the West Indies Green Beans.





Thanksgiving Day:




Roast the Crisp Roast Turkey with Garlic, Apple & Basil.


Make the Apple Brandy Pan Gravy.


Reheat the Cornbread Pudding with Rough Country Greens, the Gingered Purée of Winter Roots, and the West Indies Green Beans.








[image: A Vegan THANKSGIVING THE MENU]


Dried Figs, Apricots & Pistachios


Timbale of Sweet Peppers, Greens & Hominy


Orange Onion Salad with Warmed Coriander Oil


West Indies Green Beans


Fruit Sorbets* with Ginger Syrup for All Seasons


* Serve store-bought sorbets such as pumpkin, apple, and pear.




For all who have politely survived on creamed onions and cranberry sauce year after year, this is for you.




    PULLING IT OFF


Two Days Prior:




Make the Pepper-Tomato Sofritto for the Timbale of Sweet Peppers, Greens & Hominy; the West Indies Spice Blend for the West Indies Green Beans; and the Ginger Syrup for All Seasons.





One Day Prior:




Assemble the Timbale of Sweet Peppers, Greens & Hominy.


Cook the green beans for the West Indies Green Beans.





Thanksgiving Day:




Set out dried fruit and pistachios.


Assemble the Orange Onion Salad with Warmed Coriander Oil.


Bake the Timbale of Sweet Peppers, Greens & Hominy.


Make the West Indies Green Beans.


Serve the sorbet.


    [image: An optimist is a person who starts a diet on Thanksgiving Day. —IRV KUPCINETT]
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