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Introduction
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People always ask me about the most important things I’ve learned running the League of Kitchens, the immigrant-led, home-based cooking school I started in New York City in 2014.

They want to hear how to make Despina’s perfect Greek salad, with its different shapes and textures—the feta crumbled into the salad by hand, the tomatoes cut into wedges, the red onions sliced thin as paper. It’s so simple, yet so amazing. They want to hear how Yamini taught me to turn up the heat under the ghee when making the tarka for dal, to really toast and sizzle the cumin seeds, curry leaves, red chile powder, asafetida, garlic, tomatoes, and green chiles. I was so scared of burning them, but if you don’t crank the heat, they don’t bloom, and you don’t deepen their flavor. They want to hear about Nawida’s Afghan eggs, semi-scrambled in her special way, with fresh tomatoes and green chiles fried in oil, served with soft bread and a whole mint leaf in every bite. It’s just so good. And they want to hear how to make a guacamole that’s better than any you’ve ever tasted, all because of the way Angie taught me to cut the avocados.

I’ve absorbed all this and so much more over the years that I’ve run the League of Kitchens, where more than a dozen women from all over the world invite people into their homes to cook and share a meal (and now, post 2020, also welcome students into their homes virtually). Yet I always say that the most important thing I’ve learned is not a recipe or a technique. It’s that you have to cook with love.

I say that because I’ve thought a lot about what cooking with love really means. When you ask any of our instructors why something they make tastes so good, or what their secret really is, love is their answer—every single time. Cooking with love means cooking with care. It’s cooking with intention and attention, with the wisdom that comes from experience, from mastering all those almost invisible little nuances that just make something uniquely amazing and delicious. I think you have to love eating to be a good cook, too, because you have to care about flavor and recognize what tastes good, and also what makes the people you’re feeding feel good, even when it’s dinner you pull together in an hour. Maybe especially when it’s dinner you pull together in an hour.

That kind of love is exactly what you’ll find in this book. The recipes are not fancy—they’re the everyday, healthy, flavorful meals our instructors make for their families all the time. But they focus on the love—the details that are passed down from cook to cook yet rarely make it into printed recipes. At first glance, you might think that you already know how to cook a lot of the things in this book—steak tacos, eggs scrambled with tomatoes, chicken curry, a chicken cutlet. But I think you will find that we have the very, very best versions of them, because they’re coming from some of the world’s very best home cooks. I think of recipes as a blueprint for a new life experience. And I wanted the very best blueprints you could have.

That’s why I founded the League of Kitchens—because I saw that all the detail and nuance and wisdom of recipes from other cultures were often missing from cookbooks, and even from cooking classes. I always call my instructors a culinary dream team, because they’re really gifted in every part of the cooking process: shopping for ingredients, planning meals throughout the year and the change of seasons, using every bit of every ingredient to minimize waste, and whipping up outrageously delicious meals in tiny New York City kitchens with incredible ease and grace. They’re also gifted hosts and excellent teachers; experts at setting a beautiful table and making you feel at home at that table; and patient with telling people what they’re doing and why, over and over again.

And it’s no coincidence that they’re all women, even though I didn’t plan it that way, at least not at first. When you’re looking for people who are exceptional home cooks—and I’ve now interviewed hundreds of really good home cooks—you really want people who have a deep knowledge of their cuisine and culture, and the recipes and skills that are both passed down and well-earned. That tends to be women in their fifties and sixties, and it tends to be the grandmas, people who have both learned and taught. Our Ukrainian Russian instructor is our oldest instructor—she’s ninety—and our Mexican instructor is our youngest. She’s thirty-nine, but everyone says that she cooks like she’s already a grandma—the ultimate compliment.

***

My own grandmother is the reason I started the League of Kitchens. Not because she taught me how to cook, but because she didn’t. My mother, who is now a professional artist—an abstract painter—came to the United States in the early 1970s from Busan in South Korea. She was twenty-three at the time, the youngest of six, and came to the US as a nurse. Then, a few years later, she met my father, who is a fourth-generation New Yorker of Hungarian Jewish descent. My Korean grandmother, my halmoni, came over when I was born to help my parents in the D.C. suburbs of Maryland, where I grew up. She had planned to stay with us until a second child was born. My parents ended up not having a second child, but my halmoni stayed anyway, and lived with us the whole time I was growing up—we shared a bedroom until I was nine. Our beds were pushed together, and I used to hold her hand when I was falling asleep.
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My grandmother was a wonderful cook. She grew up at a time in Korea when women made everything from scratch and preserved food for winter. When my mom was growing up, my grandmother made all of their soy sauce, kimchi, doenjang (fermented soybean paste), gochugaru (dried red chile powder), and the red pepper paste called gochujang. They had an extensive vegetable garden, pigs, ducks, rabbits, and a goat—they were pretty much homesteading.

I have many memories of my halmoni making kimchi while I was growing up, sitting on newspapers on the floor of our kitchen, chopping the cabbage on a cutting board on the floor, and then mixing it in this huge pink plastic tub. I also remember her making ganjang gejang (whole raw crabs cured in a soy sauce brine). She was a very tiny woman, maybe four-foot-nine, and I can picture her taking those live crabs, grabbing them around the middle and scrubbing them with a sponge under the faucet, then putting them into this big glass jar. They would be crawling up the side, and she’d take a giant chopstick and poke them down before pouring the boiling brine on top of them. Another memory I have is that when I would come home from school and wanted some sort of snack, I would watch her take hot white rice from the rice cooker that was on in our kitchen twenty-four-seven, squeeze a small palmful in her fist into a little log shape, and then sprinkle it with salt and toasted sesame seeds. It was such a delicious, simple snack.

I have those memories, but that’s mostly it, when it comes to cooking with my grandmother. Whenever I would want to really help her in the kitchen, or when I would show any kind of interest in cooking, she would say, “Oh, don’t worry about cooking. You should go study. Studying is more important.”

I think this is a very common experience for the children of immigrants, because our parents and our grandparents wanted us to succeed in ways in which they weren’t able to. My grandmother wanted me to have the educational and professional opportunities that she didn’t have, and would have loved to have had—she was unusual for a woman of her generation in that she completed high school, wrote poetry her whole life, and owned and ran several small businesses—a hair salon and a pharmacy, among others, all while raising six children. But she had dreamed of becoming a concert pianist. It was for those same reasons that she didn’t teach my mother how to cook either. My mom’s two older sisters learned to cook by my grandmother’s side, but by the time my mom was growing up (she was the youngest of six), my grandmother told her, “Oh, do something else. Go to school, go do what you want, don’t worry about all this.”

So my mother and I both studied when we were growing up, instead of learning how to cook. By the time my grandmother passed away—she was ninety-two—I was at Yale, still studying hard.

I should also say that my other grandmother inspired me, too. That’s my Jewish grandmother, my father’s mother. Her parents had come to New York City from Hungary in the early 1900s, and my grandmother wanted nothing to do with that part of her life—she wanted to be a super-cosmopolitan and sophisticated New Yorker, and she was. She was a very different kind of cook than my halmoni, and a very different kind of grandmother. But her kitchen also paved the way for the League of Kitchens. It was because of her that I grew up really interested in all kinds of food, across all cultures, and in the idea that dining and food could be an experience. I grew up sitting in her kitchen looking through her old copies of Gourmet and her cookbooks from legends like Marcella Hazan, Julia Child, and Craig Claiborne, who wrote the original New York Times Cookbook. My Jewish grandparents would frequently take me out to eat, and when I got older, they took me on several trips abroad to Europe and Asia, where eating was always a central focus.

When I was little, my Jewish grandmother would do this thing with me at restaurants—she would order something I knew I liked, and I would order something that I had never tried. That way, if I didn’t like what I had ordered, I could switch with her. She also had a rule that I never had to finish anything if I didn’t want to. And I think that both these things encouraged me to become a more adventurous eater. I remember when I was a kid, I had never had whole artichokes, and I wanted to try them, so she made them for me, and we had them on special artichoke plates, which of course she had. Another time she made osso buco from Marcella Hazan’s cookbook and taught me how to eat the marrow—the most delicious part—with a tiny cocktail fork. She and my grandfather loved food, loved going out, loved to travel, and food was a source of joy and pleasure for them.

***

After college, I moved to New York City with my boyfriend Dan, who is now my husband and the father to our two daughters. It was 2004, we were in our early twenties, and we were falling in love with cooking and exploring food in New York City. We were having dinner parties for our friends and finding so much pleasure in food shopping and learning about new cuisines and foods and traveling to other neighborhoods and boroughs. We lived in a fifth-floor walk-up on Twenty-Eighth Street and Third Avenue, so we were always shopping at Kalustyan’s, one of the most amazing food stores on the planet. We were expanding our palates and our knowledge of food, and we were both trying to teach ourselves how to make all the things our grandmothers cooked for us when we were growing up.

For me, that was mostly Korean food, but I didn’t have any recipes, and neither did my mother. So I tried to teach myself from cookbooks and the internet, but nothing ever tasted as good as the way my halmoni made it. Everything was good—but there was something missing, some special touch or flavor from what I remembered from my childhood.

I had this fantasy of finding another Korean grandmother I could learn to cook from in her own kitchen. What I realized, even then, is that there are often these subtle differences in technique, or method, or maybe even picking out ingredients, that make the difference between cooking that’s good and cooking that’s exceptional. As much as I adore cookbooks and watching food videos online, there is something different about learning from someone who has been cooking this food for forty years, somebody who learned it from their family. Somebody who can tell you, “When it sounds like that, you do this. When it feels like this, you do that.”

These are things you really need to learn from a person with experience—it’s that love, that grandma genius.

At that time in my life, I had all kinds of jobs: I worked at a downtown performance space, I temped as a paralegal, I was an assistant to a choreographer, I taught high school English at a private school, and I also sort of fell into food writing for an alternative newspaper called the New York Press, which no longer exists (it’s a long, somewhat boring, somewhat funny story of how that came about). They paid sixty bucks an article, or maybe even less, but it was just such an education, a chance to learn about the intersection between food and culture and all these other issues—it really deepened my knowledge of and interest in food in terms of how food intersects with pretty much every topic: politics, the environment, culture, family, gender issues . . . everything.

I liked everything I was doing, but I knew this wasn’t my end point. I decided to move to Boston to go to a very experimental Master of Fine Arts program at the School of the Museum of Fine Arts and Tufts University. You could basically do anything you wanted in that program—and almost everything I did ended up relating to food. (My thesis project was the collaborative creation of a decentralized public urban orchard of fifty-five pairs of heirloom apple trees across seventy communities called the Boston Tree Party—many of those trees are still growing.) After graduate school, I moved back to New York City. I wanted to do something that connected to the diversity and cultural richness of the city, and that fantasy of finding a Korean grandmother came back to me. I thought, well, what if I could find not just a Korean grandmother to cook with, but amazing home cooks from all over the world living right here in New York City that I and others could cook with?

I knew immediately that I wanted the teachers to have been born outside the United States, just like my own grandmother. One of the things that would be so powerful about the experience, I felt, would be learning about cooking and food culture directly from someone who had grown up in that culture. As I thought about it more, the idea became just as much about creating opportunities for meaningful cross-cultural learning, connection, and exchange as it was about creating a really amazing eating, drinking, and culinary learning experience. Because even in New York City, which is incredibly diverse, there are not always opportunities for meaningful interaction between immigrants and non-immigrants or even between immigrants from different groups, especially for those of us who move here as adults. You might talk with somebody at the bodega, or at the dry cleaner, or maybe in your building lobby, but most interactions are cursory or service-based.

And I knew I wanted these incredible home cooks to teach in their homes. Throughout grad school I had been exploring the idea of home as a place of personal and societal transformation, and I knew that this cooking experience would be so much more powerful in someone’s home, rather than in a neutral commercial kitchen. When you’re in someone’s home, even for an afternoon, you really get to know them, to recognize them fully as fellow human beings—you see their passion and their warmth, and you even sometimes meet their families. After a few hours of cooking with someone side by side in their own kitchen, or eating with them at their dining room table, maybe you even feel like an extended part of that family, too. There’s a feeling of intimacy when you’re a guest in someone’s home. And you also get a more immersive experience of their culture—you get to see how they decorate their home, what their cooking tools are like, how they set their table, and how they serve and eat their food.

The other reason I wanted this experience to take place in the home is because home is really where you get the most astounding food in the world, and where you find the fullest expression of most cuisines. There’s always this divide, if you look at culinary history, between court cooking traditions, the traditions of royalty and the aristocracy, and then the peasant cooking traditions, which are the cooking traditions of everyone else—what most people cook at home. Also, in many places around the world, there is “home cooking” and street food or festival food—restaurant culture is a relatively new thing. Even today, this idea that the apotheosis of culinary skill and cuisine in a given culture is in a restaurant is just not true—that idea is really a nineteenth-century Western European invention. In most parts of the world, the real cooking of a place is just so multilayered or labor-intensive, or uses so many spices—or is considered too humble or plain or common—that it’s just not practical for a restaurant to serve it. What you can have in a West African or Middle Eastern or Japanese person’s home, the home of somebody who’s a really excellent cook, is such a different caliber and experience than what you would have at most restaurants. If you’re looking for a very full expression of a cuisine, you need to have it in someone’s home, or learn how to make it yourself.
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So, yes, you could go to some cooking school in Manhattan and be in a commercial kitchen and learn some Persian dishes from a culinary school–trained restaurant chef who’s learned a few recipes from a book, but that’s so different from really learning and understanding the history and the stories and the cultural context, and also the way the food is all eaten together and on what dishware, about the underlying philosophy behind Persian food, about the philosophy of utilizing different elemental qualities like “hot” and “cold” and “wet” and “dry” and how that impacts health, and about this home cook as a person, and all of her stories connected to food, to plucking walnuts from trees or what she watched on TV or family arguments or just these really everyday human parts of life.

***

Initially, I assumed this was going to be another temporary public art project, more like the things I had done in graduate school. I would find a group of people to cook, pay them to do it, then move on to something else. I started a small pilot project to test my idea, working with Jeanette, who is from Lebanon, and Afsari, who is from Bangladesh, both of whom still teach with the League of Kitchens today. To create the format of our classes, I took cooking classes at five different cooking schools in New York City to evaluate the experience from the perspective of a student: What did I like best about each class? What was missing? What was the structure? What kind of materials did I get to take home? I took all those experiences and ideas, and we used them to help create what we hoped would be an ideal cooking class.
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Early on, I realized that doing this as a temporary thing was silly. First off, preparing for the initial classes was a huge amount of time and work, not just for me but for the instructors. We planned menus, figured out how to structure the classes, shopped for ingredients and created shopping guides for students, bought extra sets of cooking tools for the students to use during the classes, did recipe writing and testing for a packet that students would take home, figured out what kind of training support was needed for Jeanette and for Afsari, and then provided that support, and then fine-tuned what works in home-based cooking classes and what doesn’t through hands-on trial and error.

But the second thing I realized was that these classes were just incredibly special: my friends and family who took the pilot classes loved them. And the instructors loved teaching them. It started to feel like a waste to spend so much time and effort finding instructors and training them and setting everything up just to run for a brief amount of time. I started to think that maybe instead of creating a short-term project, I could make this into a business—a unique kind of recreational cooking school. And so that’s what I decided to do.

The next step was to find more instructors, which, in general, is one of the hardest parts of running the League of Kitchens. That first year, we had just 6 instructors, and to find them I met with more than 150 people. Then I did close to twenty-five in-home cooking auditions. I was looking for people who’d create an experience where a student would go tell their friends, “I just had the most incredible food at the most amazing class with the most unbelievable instructor.” Early on, I did a huge amount of outreach to different community groups and nonprofits and even posted on Craigslist. Word of mouth is so important, too—the people we hire are usually the people in their communities who everyone knows is one of the best cooks. Like the person at the potluck party who everyone is always excited to see what they bring. It’s like, “Oh, where are the sweets that Rachana brought?” or “What did Shandra bring?”

Today the list of cuisines we offer classes for reflects the people we’ve met so far who are the most exceptional cooks and teachers. Sometimes people say, why not Korean, or why not Chinese? The answer is that we just haven’t found those teachers yet—we always hire based on the people we find, as we find them. A perfect example is Mirta, who grew up in the foothills of the Andes in Argentina, and whose cooking is Argentinian-Italian. I was so blown away by her personality and her passion for food and culture. She did an in-home cooking audition where I tasted her homemade mayonnaise and her milanesa de pollo, which is still one of the dishes I talk about the most. I hadn’t ever guessed that Argentinian-Italian cuisine would be on our list of cuisines, but I was like, okay, I guess we’re going to offer it, because we have to hire this woman. We are always looking, and always open to hiring new people, and there is an endless number of cuisines we hope to add as we continue to grow. (In fact, if you think you know anyone who fits the description to join the League of Kitchens, please tell us!)

As I write this, the League of Kitchens currently employs fourteen women from fourteen different countries, all of whom are compensated for the time they spend preparing for classes, teaching classes, and cleaning up afterward (and for their work on this book). The League of Kitchens support staff and I do all the behind-the-scenes work—the marketing and promotion, the customer service, the class scheduling, the bookkeeping and payment processing, the recipe writing and testing, and the website updating—so that our instructors can focus on their classes and doing what they do best: cooking, teaching, sharing, and hosting, either online or in their homes.

Some of our instructors are formerly stay-at-home moms, some are retired professionals, some still work, some came to the United States for business, some as refugees, some have been in the United States for decades, others for just a few years. They’re all special in a lot of ways: They have deep knowledge of traditional culinary techniques and methods, they’re warm and gregarious hosts, they’re intelligent teachers, and they make food that is beautiful, no matter how simple the dish. They’re also totally comfortable hosting groups of strangers, most from other cultures, in their homes. And, of course, their food is always dream-about-it-that-night delicious. Just as special, they have also now become friends with each other—their own League of Kitchens community. They hang out with each other, take each other’s classes, and wish each other Eid Mubarak, Merry Christmas, or happy birthday in our League of Kitchens WhatsApp group. And now, ten years in, we have celebrated together the weddings of many children and the births of many grandchildren.

***

The League of Kitchens is a project about recognizing and celebrating the contributions of immigrants to our food culture and society, but it’s also a feminist project. There’s no staff at the in-home workshops, it’s just the instructor and her students. The instructors are given an opportunity to share and shine. They are queens of their kitchens: experts, hosts, and teachers, which shifts the conventional power dynamic between immigrants and non-immigrants. This is not a charity endeavor. They don’t thank their students for paying them. The students feel truly privileged and honored to be there, to be eating this food, to be learning from these women, and to be hearing their stories and learning about their lives.
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And when you look at who cooks at home around the world, the people who cook for their families day in and day out, it’s mostly women. Yes, men in many cultures cook. But most everyday cooking around the world is done by women. And the way that most culinary culture has been passed down around the world for the last ten thousand years is from mother to daughter, grandmother to granddaughter, aunties to nieces. But because this culinary knowledge has been passed down orally, in the home, between women, it’s mostly been invisible and undervalued. Even with our instructors, I think it’s very common for their families and communities to take their excellent cooking for granted. After our instructors do their training with us and start teaching classes, we collect student feedback and send it to them. Many of them say they print that out and read it to their children, who say, “Mom, we totally took you for granted. You really are such an amazing cook.”

Even my own Korean grandmother didn’t see the value in what she did in the kitchen. I have come to realize that she didn’t value her own cooking skills, even though she was really good at cooking, because those skills weren’t valued by her family or culture or society. They were just taken for granted, and they were expected.

I’ve come to see that our instructors are culinary and cultural lineage holders in their cultures and communities. That’s a concept that comes out of Eastern spiritual traditions, in particular Buddhism and Hinduism, where teachings and practices are passed down orally between teacher and student. To be a lineage holder within these traditions is to hold the knowledge, the expertise, the teachings, and practices of a culture. At the heart of what we’re doing with the League of Kitchens, I see now, is recognizing and celebrating this incredible knowledge and expertise that our instructors have, and creating a platform through which they can share it. I feel so lucky that I get to hang out with these incredible women and to learn from them, and that my company is giving them a way to do what they love, and to be recognized and compensated for it.

I have also come to realize that in a certain way, this, the whole idea for the League of Kitchens, came out of my desire to mend a cultural loss in my own family. Which, it turns out, many people in our American culture and society have also experienced—a disconnection from ancestral knowledge, traditions, and culture, because of modernization, forced and chosen migration, and cultural assimilation. At first, the League of Kitchens was just something that I thought sounded really cool that I wanted to create and experience, but now I realize that in some ways, I was also trying to heal a kind of rupture that I had experienced in my connection to Korean culture and my Korean heritage.

There was also another way in which creating the League of Kitchens was personally healing for me. I grew up going to a Jewish day school until I was thirteen, and at that time, I was the only person with Asian heritage in the entire school. But most of my identity growing up was Jewish, because I didn’t know any other Koreans besides my mom and my grandmother. And so I always felt like an outsider, to some extent, in both Jewish and Korean contexts—never fully Jewish, never fully Korean. But what I realize in retrospect is that I was always both an outsider and an insider. I experienced both cultures from both those perspectives, moving back and forth between them. And this experience is what gave me the ability and the skills to start and run the League of Kitchens. In that wound was a gift. Because what am I doing? I’m helping to bridge the gap between our mostly American students and our immigrant instructors, and I can see things from both perspectives. And I’m able to easily connect with people from any culture because I can relate to and understand a multitude of perspectives and experiences.

***

So often, our classes start out feeling a little awkward—a group of strangers has traveled somewhere they probably haven’t been to, entered an unfamiliar apartment building, knocked on a stranger’s door. They’re all outsiders, at first. But our instructors are so warm, kind, and hospitable, passionate about cooking and sharing their cultures, that you can’t help but let your guard down. You can’t help but start to relax and start to feel comfortable. You can’t help but fall in love with them. And by the time everyone leaves, everyone is hugging and exchanging phone numbers, your instructor feels like your new favorite Uzbek aunt or Nepali grandma, and some part of the world that formerly felt abstract and distant now feels personal. The world is now a little smaller, and that all came about through food and through cooking and the love it carries—and what could be cooler than that?

A Note About Our Recipes

We feel that the crux of this cookbook is the strength of the recipes, which has been the guiding principle of the League of Kitchens. We have all worked hard to make sure that these recipes will be mind-expanding from both a flavor and technique perspective. We want to ensure every recipe is as thorough as possible, and we also hope that the headnotes at the start of each recipe will provide cultural context, humanity, and emotional connection. Each of these recipes has been painstakingly vetted and curated not just by me, but by the instructors, who have been making them for their friends and families their entire lives.

To that end, we believe that what really sets these recipes apart from those that appear in so many other cookbooks is the rich level of detail. Most cookbooks try to compress every single step into as few words as possible, often so that the recipe is shorter and appears more straightforward. We wanted to take the opposite approach and give the same experience you’d get in one of our classes. In those, you see how to take out the tiny hard point of white membrane, which never cooks down, from the top of a plum tomato. You see how to
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