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Michael Symon is cooking … that means the aroma of sizzling pork is in the air!

Michael Symon is a good friend of mine, and that makes me a lucky guy. When he asked me to write this Foreword I was flattered, in part due to my respect for his food and his personality, but also because any chef Michael has come into contact with over the years would have been honored to contribute to this, his first cookbook.

Chef Symon and his coauthor, Michael Ruhlman, give you all you need to know to emulate the Symon way of cooking and eating, which is a good thing. Now because I have had the privilege of spending plenty of quality time with him, I am going to try to let you in on who Michael Symon really is—as a chef, as a cook, and as a friend.

Michael Symon loves to ride motorcycles, although he recently admitted to me that his current maturity has him less behind the handlebars and more likely to be gripping a golf club these days. (For those who are interested, he’s about a nine handicap on a good day, so beware!) He has also traded in his competitive wrestling gear for an Iron Chef jersey, which makes him rather dangerous in Kitchen Stadium. Instead of putting his competitors in a devastating headlock, he is now more likely to bring them to their knees with a bowl of crispy gnocchi with morels and peas.

Michael knows who he is and where he lives, and his heritage and community come into play in his deeply personal, soul-satisfying dishes. The thing I love most about Michael’s food is that it’s handcrafted and focused, and each dish has a distinct story to tell.

Michael’s pedigree is predominantly Greek and Italian, so his food often tastes like it’s been flown in from the Mediterranean. You’ll find lots of Greek yogurt, tons of lemon, fish cooked in grape leaves, and handfuls of savory pastas to fill your table.

Since he lives in Cleveland, Ohio (which, by the way, makes him a huge fan of the Cleveland Cavaliers and Cleveland Browns, and he roots as hard as anyone I’ve seen), his Midwestern sensibilities also come into play when he cooks. Michael encourages not only flavor but also abundance and embraces dishes like pierogies, an Eastern European answer to the dumpling, which he fills with beef cheeks and laces with horseradish. He also shares a full roster of sausages and charcuterie that tie his Midwestern pride to his olive oil bloodline.

Chef Symon isn’t just obsessed with pork—it’s a part of his lifestyle. He doesn’t just teach you how to cook a pork chop or two—although I am looking forward to checking out his rack of pork with grilled peaches and chestnut honey—Michael uses pork as his “ace in the hole,” a card he plays often and with tremendous results. He uses pork cheeks in chili, braises greens with bacon, pairs pork belly with polenta and wild mushrooms, and wraps walleye in bacon. He hits a pork double in something he calls a “BBLT,” which combines pork belly and bacon. Then there’s the puree of pea soup, which he uses as a canvas for three pork provisions: bacon, ham hocks, and spare ribs. I say: Bring it! And for lots of fun, let’s not forget the crispy pig ears! Could any other recipe prove just how dedicated he is to embracing every last edible part of his beloved pig? You may have reservations now, but believe me—Michael will make a convert out of you.

Michael is always easy to find in a crew; just listen for his infectious laugh, a signature of his genuine personality. He is high energy and good humored, with a heart of gold and a passion for all things delicious. Michael is the cook you want guiding you in your own kitchen. Just listen to what Symon says! I promise it will be worth it.
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It’s been a fact of my life and of my work, and it’s one of the most important things I know: food brings people together.

I grew up in a family that loves food and truly loves to cook. My mom, Angel, born to Greek and Italian parents, always cooked from scratch when I was a kid and, with one exception I’ll explain, I don’t remember a time when we didn’t sit down together to eat and talk about the day. Importantly, all the men in my family were great cooks, too. My dad, Dennis, has roots in what is now Ukraine. And so I was raised with this Greek-Italian-Slovakian-melting-pot food mentality.

When I say that I was fortunate to grow up in a family that loved to cook and gathered at the table every night, it’s no small statement. In fact, it’s the primary influence in my life as a chef; it determined who I am and the food I cook. All those meals I ate growing up, those aromas from the kitchen.

Of course there were professional culinary influences—gleaned from cooking school, from Cleveland chefs under whom I apprenticed, and from chefs beyond who became my colleagues, such as Jonathan Waxman and Bobby Flay—but all of the learning sits on the big rock of what I call heritage food, the food given to me by my mom and dad and their families in North Olmsted, a working-class suburb of Cleveland.

The weekday food growing up was from Mom—lasagna, braised beef, pork neck ragù—big hearty meals served family-style at a dinner table that often featured friends from the block. My dad was a night-shift manager at a Ford auto plant, but he was able to eat with us before heading to work, and when we were getting up, he’d be getting home—hungry for potato pancakes or amazing salami sandwiches.

Weekends throughout my childhood, my dad’s dad, Pap, a pipefitter, would take me to Cleveland’s extraordinary West Side Market, purpose-built in 1912 and still thriving, to gather sausages and potatoes and slabs of ribs and smoked ham hocks. We’d spend all day cooking pierogies and split pea soup with braised ribs and ham hocks. I make a lot of fancy food as a restaurant chef, but at heart I am that pork-filled soup, a soppres-sata sandwich with a fried egg on top, Italian braised beef, or the great lamb meatballs that were a staple at family gatherings. I’ve built my career on family food.

With all this amazing food around, it’s ironic that I spent half the winters of my youth preventing myself from eating it. I went to one of the state’s powerhouse sports schools, St. Ed’s, and I was a fanatically competitive wrestler. I spent the years from age twelve to sixteen trying to make weight—105 pounds (hard to believe given my current, uh, stature). My family knew how I loved to eat and how hard this was for me during the season, so they’d actually plan dinners to coincide with my practice, when I wasn’t around. Food brings people together, and I saw the reverse was also true: in depriving myself of food, I deprived myself of family. During the winters, Mom would wipe down every inch of the kitchen after dinner and open all the windows to air out the house so there wouldn’t be a trace of her food when I got home and I wouldn’t feel so hungry. She understood the power of food.

At sixteen, in a wrestling practice, I broke both bones in my left arm. That was the end of my wrestling career, and it turned out to be the accident that redirected my life. With all the extra time on my hands, I had to find something to do, and I got a job cooking at a local pizza and ribs joint called Geppetto’s.

As my friends, who weren’t quite as Cro-Magnon as I, went off to good colleges I couldn’t get into, I felt lost. My boss at Geppetto’s said, “You want to be a chef, go to chef school.”

Remember, this was 1987, and being a chef wasn’t seen as glamorous. There was no Food Network, and the term “celebrity chef” didn’t exist. I was essentially telling my dad I wanted to be a tradesman (which I still consider myself to be and am very proud to be). After begging, and enlisting Mom’s help in convincing him, I finally got him to agree. When I hit those kitchens, I finally knew what I wanted to do with my life. I would live to cook.
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KEFTEDES (MOM'S LITTLE MEATBALLS)

In Greek these babies are called keftedes, a word that roughly translates as “fritters.” To me they are all about family and sharing and eating together—the forces that drive me in the kitchen and what this book is all about.

In addition to this version made with lamb or beef, I also make keftedes from zucchini, tomatoes, or chickpeas. They’re one of my favorite treats from my childhood and I still crave them. At family gatherings, there was always a huge pile of lamb keftedes set out as finger food, and I was only allowed so many. I would try to steal some off the table while the adults were busy cocktailing (and, of course, once I got a little older I would try to sneak some ouzo, too).

Key steps in making these as flavorful as they can be are cooking down the onion and salting it as you do, toasting your spices, and using meat that isn’t too lean; ask your butcher for 25 percent fat in the mixture if you’re not grinding it yourself.



Makes 20 keftedes

Canola oil, for sautéing and pan-frying

½ cup minced or grated onion

Kosher salt

1 garlic clove, smashed beneath the-flat side of a knife and coarsely chopped

½ cup diced day-old bread

½ cup whole milk

1 pound ground beef or lamb

1 large egg

1 teaspoon torn fresh oregano leaves

¼ teaspoon ground coriander

¼ teaspoon ground cumin

⅛ teaspoon ground cinnamon

Pinch of grated nutmeg

Freshly ground black pepper

All-purpose flour, for dusting

Handful of fresh mint leaves, for serving

2 lemons, one cut into wedges

¼ cup extra-virgin olive oil



Heat 2 teaspoons of the canola oil in a medium sauté pan or skillet over medium heat. Add the onion and a three-finger pinch of salt and cook until the onion begins to release some moisture and soften, 1 or 2 minutes. Toss in the garlic and cook, stirring, until the onion is translucent and the garlic is softened, 2 or 3 minutes. Scrape out onto a plate and let cool.



Meanwhile, put the bread in a small bowl and pour in the milk.



In a mixing bowl, combine the onion and garlic and meat. Add the egg. Squeeze out the bread, discarding the milk, and add the bread along with the oregano, coriander, cumin, cinnamon, nutmeg, and a good teaspoon of pepper. Mix the ingredients with your hands until they’re all evenly distributed. I like to taste this mixture raw to check for seasoning (it’s delicious), but you can sauté it first if you wish. Cover with plastic wrap and refrigerate until ready to use (up to 1 day).



Form the mixture into balls, a little smaller than golf balls. You should have about 20. Roll them in flour, shaking off any excess.



In a large shallow pan, add enough canola oil to come up to about a third the height of a keftede and heat over medium heat until hot (the keftedes should sizzle immediately upon hitting the oil). Pan-fry the keftedes, turning once, until just cooked through but still moist inside and with a nice crust outside, about 5 minutes (cut open if you’re unsure whether they’re done). Remove to a paper-towel-lined plate to drain.



Arrange the keftedes on a serving platter. Grind some fresh pepper over them, tear mint leaves onto them, grate the zest from the whole lemon onto them, and give them a drizzle of extra-virgin olive oil and a sprinkle of salt. Serve the lemon wedges on the side for squeezing on top.
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A bell went off in my head when she said it. She was a cook at Michael Symon’s Lola, the most popular restaurant in Cleveland, working day prep and I was beside her as part of my reporting on Michael Symon for my book The Soul of a Chef. We roasted and peeled beets and red peppers, made the chocolate pudding, washed the arugula, sliced the red onions, grilled the portobellos, and prepped the artichokes.

She stopped moving and said, “You know what I like about Michael’s food? It’s the kind of food you can do at home.” She paused for an example but needed to go only as far as her countertop, to the artichokes, for her favorite dish: grilled halibut over a roasted artichoke salad with red peppers, basil vinaigrette, and preserved lemon. “I would never have thought to put halibut on an artichoke salad,” she said.

I thought, “Do-at-home food—exactly. That’s it.”

Symon’s food was interesting and satisfying and reliant on good technique, but in the end it was very simple food without pretension or self-conscious chefiness. A piece of fish over a salad, or with a little salad on top and a warm vinaigrette. Corn crêpes with some shredded duck inside and a little barbecue sauce. A chicken dish that was so successful he grew to despise it: he couldn’t take it off the menu because women threatened never to come back if he did. Rigatoni pasta tossed in a cream sauce flavored with rosemary and goat cheese (see here); if you have some leftover chicken, a one-dish meal comes together in the time it takes the rigatoni to cook. Anyone can do it, there is almost no technique whatsoever, and yet it is good enough to earn national accolades from the food media. This guy, this wrestler, this blue-collar boy from Cleveland … a Food & Wine best-chef award? Really?

I’d known Symon for a couple years before he sprang onto the national playing field. I had spent some time in the kitchen at his previous restaurant, but after the award in 1998 I could write about him for a broader audience. What was it about this guy that was so magnetic? What made his food both so good and also so seemingly simple?

One of the qualities of his dishes is their mechanical ingenuity, born of necessity in the chaotic bottom-line restaurant business. When you have nothing more than a shoebox kitchen and a six-burner range to feed two hundred people, you’re forced to think a little harder. The aforementioned pasta dish needs only one pan to come together. (“If I can’t finish a dish in two pans, I won’t do it,” Symon always says, summing up his hot-line philosophy.) Very few of his dishes rely on elaborate reductions; he uses hardly any stocks at all. Give him a warm vinaigrette over a gluey veal-stock reduction any day. His cooking is focused.

I remember eating at the bar one night after I’d finished my scribbling. I liked to rib Symon about how little sauce he used. I’d say, “Sorry, Michael, I just don’t like dry food.” And he’d say, “Yeah, but I sell more wine this way!” And he’d howl and keep cooking.

I ordered the brick-roasted chicken. He hadn’t used any sauce, it seemed, and he hadn’t used any stock. Half a roasted chicken stuffed with seared hen-of-the-woods mushrooms that came straight out of the broiler was placed on a mound of red potatoes sautéed with arugula, some cream, and some mustard. The “finish the dish in two pans or fewer” rule.

Michael threw some cooked red potatoes into a sauté pan, followed by a handful of arugula. The greens released some of their liquid. He then added a little cream to the pan, which helped to heat up the potatoes and sweeten the spicy greens, and a spoonful of mustard for acidity, balance. When the chicken came out of the broiler, he poured the creamy potato-arugula side dish onto a plate, set the chicken right on top of that, and let it rest there for a few minutes. As it rested, the chicken dropped its natural juices and mushroom juices over the potatoes and into the mustard cream, creating an extraordinary and complex sauce all on its own. It was a kind of self-saucing dish. No one had to toil over a classic stock or make a pan jus or even ladle sauce out of a nearby bain-marie. The dish was making its own sauce right there and all he needed was to squirt a few drops of balsamic to finish it. Ingenious. Try it yourself (see here). This is how he could turn tables four times on a Saturday night and not keep losing his line cooks.

Symon’s food isn’t simplistic; it is just simple and economical, the two main criteria for home cooking. Another reason his placement on Food & Wine’s 1998 best-new-chefs list was remarkable was the price point his restaurant had to hit. His market is a meat-and-potatoes crowd unwilling to pay New York City prices and suspicious of anyone trying to charge them. The nine other chefs on the Food & Wine list had white-tablecloth dining rooms serving expensive ingredients at high prices, the kind of ingredients that tend to impress foodie magazines but have a high food cost. These chefs had check averages that ranged from $70 to $150.

Hanging out at Lola early one evening, I saw a man and a woman, both dressed in fine business attire, approach the bar for an after-dinner drink. Bartender Frankie Ritz (now managing the Detroit restaurant—another reason for Symon’s success: he takes care of people and they stay with him), polishing a glass, with a ready smile asked, “How was your meal?” The man swirled his Cognac and said, “I had the halibut. It was out of this world. Most expensive thing on the menu. Nineteen ninety-five. ‘Gimme the most expensive thing on the menu.’ Nineteen ninety-five.” The man chuckled and shook his head. Evidently one of those New York City types we get around here every now and then.

Michael Symon knew his market and in 1998, he wouldn’t put an entrée on the menu for more than twenty dollars. Symon earned a best-new-chef award by doing thirty-dollar check averages per person. That’s what was amazing. He’d become one of the best chefs in the country by serving do-at-home food. Symon was so successful, when a developer needed an anchor for an entire street redevelopment project, he called on Michael. Michael shut down Lola to rebuild it on the new street in downtown Cleveland and reopened the original restaurant as Lolita.

I loved hanging out at the restaurant because it was so easy to be there, the atmosphere was so light. During the day, prep was casual and laughter was continual. When service began at five, the room seemed simply to fill up with more friends. I’d sometimes be surprised to find Chatty Matty, Matt Harlan—now chef de cuisine of Lolita—putting up the first courses, only to look around and realize that the people at the tables were customers and not just friends coming to hang out. I think that’s another reason for Symon’s success. He, and critically his wife, Liz, create places that are fun to be in. You’re always glad to be there. It’s like a family. I loved reporting from both restaurants because they were a pleasure just to be a part of the family for a while. The places were filled with smiles—and they had the same effect on the rest of Cleveland as they had on me. People felt like they were part of the family.

All of which is why I’m so excited about this book. I knew Michael would create an uncompromising chef’s book that speaks directly to home cooks without talking down to chefs or simplifying any of the food. This is not four-star cooking at home, at home with the four-star chef. His food is simple and ingenious. It has an excitement generated from thoughtful flavor pairings, an integrity based on Michael’s Mediterranean–Eastern European heritage and his twenty-plus-year commitment to food and cooking and the restaurant business. Michael is true to who he is and where he comes from—from Cleveland, a city defined by simplicity, ethnic diversity, economical thrift, hearty fare, and a distaste for pretension.

But most of all, he makes the food fun. It’s the kind of food that, when you see him cooking it, or even listen to him talking about it, makes you want to go home and do it yourself. He makes cooking fun.

 

[image: ]





[image: ]

I think all chefs, at least on some level, want their own cookbook, a record of their work, not for posterity but rather, on some level, for permanence, because what we do nightly disappears faster than it takes to create it. Our work, if it’s any good, vanishes and the better it is, the faster it goes away! On the other hand, I have never wanted simply a collection of recipes. Recipes are important but only to a point. What’s more important than recipes is how we think about food, and a good cookbook should open up a new way of doing just that. My favorite cookbooks are those that have changed the way I think about food and cooking. My goal in Live to Cook is to make great food more approachable for home cooks and to do so without dumbing down or simplifying the food or the cooking.

My cooking and this book are above all about approachable food, food that isn’t heavily fussed over; food that is what it is and tastes delicious. It’s how my food has always been at my restaurants, how my food is at home. And I think approachability is what chefs need to keep in mind when they share their food with the home cook. The food I’ve been doing my whole career is straightforward: there’s no masking of flavors, and the dishes are economical and efficient, with minimal embellishments, but with big, big flavors and soulful satisfactions.

In the end, great food is nothing more than this: great ingredients, sound technique. That’s all there is to it. To become a better cook, always be thinking about those two things, always be asking yourself, are my ingredients excellent and am I applying good techniques to what I have?

Do you want to know how to improve your cooking? The first thing you can do, and you can start doing this immediately, is start shopping better. That is the number-one way to become a better cook: buy better ingredients. For produce, buy with the seasons—that is, buy what grows naturally in that season. Don’t try to buy a decent tomato in January; buy them in the summer. Peas and asparagus in the spring. Citrus fruits in the late winter. Buy fresh oils, good vinegars. You get what you pay for here: the range of quality is broad in oils and vinegars and other condiments. Pay for them and use them well. The excellent-quality ingredients are not that much more expensive than the cheap stuff, and odds are, if you pay a little more money for a good balsamic or a good sherry vinegar, you’re less likely to waste it. If you buy a gorgeous piece of fish, you’re going to take care of it and pay attention to cooking it well.

The second way to improve your cooking is to master fundamental techniques, those techniques that span all of cooking. I’m not talking about fancy knife skills or anything showy. Just the basics. First and foremost, learn how to use salt, how to season your food, and, more important, when to season it. Learn how hot to get your pan; make sure your fat gets hot enough before you put the food in the pan. Sweating vegetables—cooking them down without browning them—is a critical facet of cooking and has a huge impact on the depth of flavor of a finished dish. These are not optional details but the very backbone of the preparation. Pay attention to these early steps, these fundamental techniques, which are discussed in special sections throughout the book, and your cooking will grow better every day.

I cook at my restaurants the way I cook at home—using excellent ingredients and solid technique—and whether it’s crispy sweetbreads or Mom’s pot roast, the ingredients are treated with the same respect. And that’s what’s in this book. Straightforward recipes for the food I make at my restaurants and the food I cook at home. Nothing is very difficult. Some dishes do take a little more time or involve a few more steps. Some require hands-on commitment from the cook, such as the risotto and the pierogies, and others you can do in between beers on the patio with your buddies. Some of the recipes feature ingredients that might not be standard in your local grocery store, such as beef and pork cheeks. I offer substitutions wherever I can, but you should know that these ingredients are available; grocery stores are becoming more willing to source ingredients for you if you ask them to. And there’s literally nothing that I can get that you can’t via suppliers in your city or via the Internet, which is a great resource for the home cook.

I think side dishes are undervalued in cookbooks, yet they’re so important at home. How often do we make complete composed plates for our families? Side dishes are so much fun, and so easy, that I almost opened the book with them. I sometimes think of what sides I feel like eating and throw a piece of quickly cooked meat in there for some substance. Next time you plan a meal, don’t start by deciding what the main dish is, a sirloin steak or side of salmon; instead, find a side dish that you like, braised endive or peas and pancetta—whatever looks great at the market—and build the meal around that. This is how we eat at home, how I cook at home. The composed plate is for the restaurant chef, and the only dishes I’ve presented in the book as complete plates are the fish entrées, because I think certain fish go really well with the side components I’ve suggested.

Otherwise the main courses are by themselves, though I’ll often suggest some sides for them. And the other main courses are served family style, because that’s my favorite way to eat: big platters of food for all to share.

I’m also excited by a few special sections in this book. First charcuterie, one of the most important branches of cooking there is—the one having to do with preservation, originally, but which we now practice because the flavors are so good: sausages, bacon, confit. I was almost surprised to find a whole pickling section develop as we created this book. I know I love pickles, but I didn’t realize how pervasive they are in my cooking. I use them all over, and in different ways, and I employ different pickling techniques. It’s yet another simple way to improve your cooking—to understand what powerful tools acid and crunch are. And the final special section is devoted to prepared sauces, which give you flexibility and versatility in the kitchen.

Shop Better

All food is not created equal. I repeat: The easiest way to improve your food is to improve how you shop. No matter how good a cook or chef you are, if you start with garbage you will end up with garbage. It’s that simple.

Look for food that’s natural, meaning not processed—which usually means it doesn’t come in a box or bag or, if it does, it contains only three or four ingredients. Choose food that’s organic, and whenever possible, produced near where you live.

Be aware of what’s in season. This will not only save you money but it will also help you avoid eating a tomato that tastes like cardboard, which is what you’ll taste when you eat tomatoes in the middle of winter in Cleveland. If you’re lucky enough to have farmers’ markets in your area they are a great place to start, as you can often meet the farmers who are producing your food. Talk to them about its variety and how it was raised or grown. It’s odd to me that people will put endless hours into researching the car they are going to buy but could not care less about where the chicken they feed to their family comes from! Know your source. It gives you a much better appreciation of what you are eating.

If you search out heirloom and heritage items, you will quickly realize the flavor differences within a specific product or breed. Choose the ones you enjoy the most.

Avoid the evil empires of food, the companies that mass-produce cheap products. Their food tastes insipid, it is not good for you, and it is worse for the animal, the land, the farmer, and the environment involved. If you can buy food, toilet paper, toys for your kids, and a lawnmower all at the same place, it is time to change your food shopping habits.

Five Things You Should Never Buy


	Boneless, skinless chicken breast halves. Eating chicken without skin is like riding a bike without wheels: it’s no fun, and it leaves your
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Creating and Building Your Own Dishes: The Elements of Balance















SLOW-ROASTED HALIBUT WITH FRIED CAPERS, CARAMELIZED LEMON, AND ALMONDS






















OEBPS/images/Symo_9780307885524_epub_011_r1.jpg
Becoming a Better Gook





OEBPS/images/Symo_9780307885524_epub_010_r1.jpg









OEBPS/images/Symo_9780307885524_epub_005_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Symo_9780307885524_epub_004_r1.jpg
By Bobby Flay





OEBPS/images/Symo_9780307885524_epub_003_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Symo_9780307885524_epub_002_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Symo_9780307885524_epub_tp_r1.jpg
MICHAEL
I.I\YE T0 c00§

RECIPES AND TECHNIQUES
TO ROCK YOUR KITCHEN

MICHAEL SYMON WITH MICHAEL RUHLMAN

FOREWORD BY BOBBY FLAY





OEBPS/images/Symo_9780307885524_epub_001_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Symo_9780307885524_epub_cvi_r1.jpg
MICHAEI.

§\IE TO 000§

MICHABL SYMON OF IRON CHEF
WITHMICHAEERUHLMAN

Y
FOREWORD BY BOBBY FLAY

ke 7 :.





OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/images/Symo_9780307885524_epub_009_r1.jpg
By Michael Ruhlman





OEBPS/images/Symo_9780307885524_epub_008_r1.jpg





OEBPS/images/Symo_9780307885524_epub_007_r1.jpg





