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At times our own light goes out and is rekindled by a spark from another person. Each of us has cause to think with deep gratitude of those who have lighted the flame within us.


—ALBERT SCHWEITZER









To Daniel Boulud, Patrick O’Connell, and Jean-Georges Vongerichten—the leading lights of culinary creativity of their generation—whose sparks always rekindle our flame










Gastronomy is the rational study of all related to man as he is eating. Its purpose is to keep humankind alive with the best possible food.

—JEAN-ANTHELME BRILLAT-SAVARIN (1755–1826)






In what art or science could improvements be made that would more powerfully contribute to increase the comforts and enjoyments of mankind?

—SIR BENJAMIN THOMPSON, COUNT RUMFORD (IN A 1794 ESSAY ON THE ART OF COOKERY)










PREFACE




“When we no longer have good cooking in the world, we will have no literature, nor high and sharp intelligence, nor friendly gatherings, nor social harmony.”

—MARIE-ANTOINE CARÊME, CHEF (1784–1833)





“Good cooking is an art, as well as a form of intense pleasure…. A recipe is only a theme, which an intelligent cook can play each time with a variation.”

—MADAME JEHANE BENOÎT, CHEF (1904–1987)





“You have to love either what you are going to eat, or the person you are cooking for. Then you have to give yourself up to cooking. Cuisine is an act of love.”

—ALAIN CHAPEL, CHEF (1937–1990)




The first quotation suggests why we do what we do, while the others suggest how. We published our first book in 1995, and it is exciting as we approach the publication of The Flavor Bible in 2008 to witness the realm of good cooking as it reaches a new “tipping point.”


No longer content simply to replicate others’ recipes, today’s cooks—professionals and amateurs alike—increasingly seek to create their own dishes. In doing so, they celebrate the creative process of cooking as much as the finished product.


Cooking at its most basic level is a creative act, one of transforming food through the application of heat and the incorporation of other ingredients. But there are different orders of creativity, and merely following a recipe is a creative act of the most basic order, like painting by numbers.


When accomplished cooks grow restless, they start to analyze instructions before following them to see if they can improve upon the results, thus raising the act of cooking to a creative act of a higher order. As their experience grows, cooks are able to bring greater intuition and even inspiration to their cooking.


Traditional cookbooks are aimed at first-order cooks. Every cook owes a debt of gratitude to those who have brought progress to cuisine throughout history—those who famously codified classic cuisines through the painstaking chronicling of recipes, from Auguste Escoffier in France to others around the globe. Appreciation is also due to those who have elevated and expanded the range of available ingredients and techniques, the essential building blocks of cooking.


Over the years, cookbooks have come to dictate precise measurement of ingredients along with instructions for their preparation and assembly, which has done much to improve the general accessibility of recipes. However, they also have come to provide a false sense of security for which the unsuspecting cook pays a price. When a recipe is rigidly scripted and blindly followed, it negates the cook’s own creative instincts and good judgment—not to mention much of the pleasure of truly “being” in the moment.
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“Great cooks rarely bother to consult cookbooks.”

—CHARLES SIMIC, U.S. POET LAUREATE




Those with the urge to innovate had long been on their own in the kitchen until many adopted our 1996 book, Culinary Artistry, as their muse. That book sought to break the mold of contemporary prescriptive cookbooks and to restore the creative instinct to chefs. Drawing on classic flavor combinations and preparations, it put the wisdom of history at cooks’ fingertips for the first time—and with the same ease with which writers consulted a thesaurus.


As time passed, it became clear that chefs were thinking of flavors and their combination in new ways, beyond the classics chronicled in Culinary Artistry. Meanwhile, the gap between professionals and amateur cooks narrowed, as the latter installed Viking ranges at home to prepare a burgeoning array of new ingredients, with their TVs transformed into virtual twenty-four-hour cooking schools, given the advent of culinary programming.
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“Food without wine is a corpse; wine without food is a ghost. United and well matched, they are as body and soul: living partners.”

—ANDRÉ SIMON, CHEF (1877–1970)




Since the year 2000 we have been studying the new ways in which flavors are being combined. It has been a privilege to interview many of the country’s most imaginative chefs and other food and drink experts (turning to an entirely different lineup from those we spoke to for Culinary Artistry). Some are well-established industry pioneers, while others have risen on the scene in recent years. All have wowed us with their savory cuisines and/or desserts, and often in spots less traveled, from Dallas to New Orleans to Hoboken. We’ve also combed the most recent culinary literature published in 2000 or later.


The first result was our 2006 book, What to Drink with What You Eat, which celebrated the harmonious combination of food and drink and, indeed, their inseparability, as suggested by the André Simon quotation.


The second result is The Flavor Bible, which, like Culinary Artistry, is not intended to be prescriptive; rather, it is an empowerment tool. The Flavor Bible is a comprehensive, easy-to-use single-volume reference of more than six hundred alphabetical entries listing modern-day compatible flavors, chronicling new flavor synergies in the new millennium.


Our books Culinary Artistry (classic flavor combinations before 1996), The Flavor Bible (modern flavor combinations since 2000), and What to Drink with What You Eat (classic and modern food and drink combinations) are essential to use in concert, as each covers different aspects of food and drink flavor harmony.
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We believe cooking will continue to evolve, and not only as a means of “doing” (i.e., putting dinner on the table, or “problem-solving” by “following a recipe”). Over time, we believe more people—including, perhaps, yourself—will have discovered it as a way of “being” in the world. We have learned enough over the past decade or two to question why cooking is done one way versus another. This thoughtful sensory engagement leads to a store of experiences that allow us to bring more intuition to the cooking process, synthesizing what we’ve done before into innovative approaches to creating a dish. Ultimately, cooking offers the opportunity to be immersed in one’s senses and in the moment like no other activity, uniting the inner and outer selves. At these times, cooking transcends drudgery and becomes a means of meditation and even healing.


It is little surprise to us, then, that when U.S. Poet Laureate Charles Simic was asked by the New York Times Magazine’s Deborah Solomon earlier this year, “What advice would you give to people who are looking to be happy?” his response was “For starters, learn how to cook.”


We hope this book makes you happy—literally.


—KAREN PAGE AND ANDREW DORNENBURG


New York City


April 2008
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FLAVOR = TASTE + MOUTHFEEL + AROMA +
“THE X FACTOR”: LEARNING TO RECOGNIZE THE LANGUAGE OF FOOD




Magical dishes, magical words: A great cook is, when all is said and done, a great poet. . . . For was it not a visit from the Muses that inspired the person who first had the idea of marrying rice and chicken, grape and thrush, potatoes and entrecôte, Parmesan and pasta, eggplant and tomato, Chambertin and cockerel, liqueur brandy and woodcock, onion and tripe?

—MARCEL E. GRANCHER, CINQUANTE ANS À TABLE (1953)






FLAVOR = TASTE + MOUTHFEEL + AROMA + “THE X FACTOR”


Taste = What is perceived by the taste buds


Mouthfeel = What is perceived by the rest of the mouth


Aroma = What is perceived by the nose


“The X Factor” = What is perceived by the other senses—plus the heart,

mind, and spirit





Our taste buds can perceive only four basic tastes: sweet, salty, sour, and bitter. The essence of great cooking is to bring these four tastes into balanced harmony to create deliciousness. It’s that simple—and that difficult. After all, flavor is a function not only of taste, but also of smell, touch, sight, and sound. Because we’re human beings, other nonphysical factors come into play, including our emotions, thoughts, and spirits.


Learning to recognize as well as manipulate both the obvious and subtle components of flavor will make you a much better cook. This book will be your companion in the kitchen whenever you wish to create deliciousness.




Learning to cook like a great chef is within the realm of possibility. However, it is something that is rarely taught; it must be “caught.”


Everyone who cooks—or even merely seasons their food at the table before eating—can benefit from mastering the basic principles of making food taste great. This complex subject is simplified by one thing: while the universe may contain a vast number of ingredients and a virtually infinite number of ingredient combinations, the palate can register only the four basic tastes.


Great food balances these tastes beautifully. A great cook knows how to taste, to discern what is needed, and to make adjustments. Once you learn how to season and how to balance tastes, a whole new world opens up to you in cooking. Of course, several factors conspire against your ever doing so—not the least of which is a culture that sees the publication of thousands of new cookbooks annually featuring recipes that promise to dazzle you and your guests if you follow them to the letter. And yet you’re often left wondering why the results aren’t as delicious as promised. That’s because great cooking is never as simple as merely following a recipe. The best cooking requires a discerning palate to know when a dish needs a little something or other—and what to add or do to elevate its flavor.




WHAT IS PERCEIVED BY THE MOUTH




Taste Buds


Sweetness. Saltiness. Sourness. Bitterness. Every delicious bite you’ve ever tasted has been a result of these four tastes coming together on your taste buds. We taste them as individual notes, and in concert. Each taste affects the other. For example, bitterness suppresses sweetness. In addition, different tastes affect us in different ways. Saltiness stimulates the appetite, while sweetness satiates it. Take the time to explore the four basic tastes.




Sweetness


It takes the greatest quantity of a substance that is sweet (versus salty, sour, or bitter) to register on our taste buds. However, we can appreciate the balance and “roundness” that even otherwise imperceptible sweetness adds to savory dishes. Sweetness can work with bitterness, sourness—even saltiness. Sweetness can also bring out the flavors of other ingredients, from fruits to mint.






Saltiness


When we banished more than thirty of America’s leading chefs to their own desert islands with only ten ingredients to cook with for the rest of their lives (Culinary Artistry, 1996), the number-one ingredient they chose was salt. Salt is nature’s flavor enhancer. It is the single most important taste for making savory food delicious. (Sweetness, by the way, plays the same role in desserts.)







Sourness


Sourness is second only to salt in savory food and sugar in sweet food in its importance as a flavor enhancer. Sour notes—whether a squeeze of lemon or a drizzle of vinegar—add sparkle and brightness to a dish. Balancing a dish’s acidity with its other tastes is critical to the dish’s ultimate success.






Bitterness


Humans are most sensitive to bitterness, and our survival wiring allows us to recognize it in even relatively tiny amounts. Bitterness balances sweetness, and can also play a vital role in cutting richness in a dish. While bitterness is more important to certain people than to others, some chefs see it as an indispensable “cleansing” taste—one that makes you want to take the next bite, and the next.







Umami (Savoriness)


In addition to the four basic tastes, there is growing evidence of a fifth taste, umami, which we first wrote about in 1996 in Culinary Artistry. It is often described as the savory or meaty “mouth-filling” taste that is noticeable in such ingredients as anchovies, blue cheese, mushrooms, and green tea, and in such flavorings as monosodium glutamate (MSG), which is the primary component of branded seasonings such as Ac´cent.








Mouthfeel


In addition to its sense of taste, the mouth has a sense of “touch” and can register other sensations, such as temperature and texture, that all play a role in flavor. These aspects of food, generally characterized as mouthfeel, help to bring food into alignment with our bodies, and bring some of a dish’s greatest interest and pleasure. The crunchiness and crispiness of a dish contribute sound as well as textural appeal.




Temperature



I always pay attention to temperature. I look at what I feel like eating now. If it is cold and rainy outside, I make sure that soup is on the menu. If it is hot outside, I make sure there are lots of salads on the menu.


—ANDREW CARMELLINI, A VOCE (NEW YORK CITY)




Temperature is one of the foremost among the other sensations that can be perceived by the mouth. The temperature of our food even affects our perception of its taste; for example, coldness suppresses sweetness. Boston pastry chef Rick Katz, with whom Andrew cooked at Lydia Shire’s restaurant Biba, first taught him the lesson of pulling out the ice cream a few minutes before serving so that the slight rise in temperature could maximize its flavor.


A food’s temperature can affect both the perception and enjoyment of a dish. A chilled carrot soup on a hot summer day—and hot roasted carrots on a cold winter day—could be said to be “healing” through their ability to bring our bodies into greater alignment with our environment.
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Texture



I would never serve pike on a base of chowder, because balance and texture are so important when it comes to creating a dish. Is there a rich component, a lean component, a crunchy component, and a cleansing component? Are all the taste sensors activated so that you want to go back for a second bite? Cod works better over a richer preparation like chowder. I would also make sure to choose the right technique for the cod: I would not poach it, because if it is poached it would be silky on silky. If it is seared, it is crunchy on silky—which is more appealing because of the contrast.

—SHARON HAGE, YORK STREET (DALLAS)




A food’s texture is central to its ability to captivate and to please. We value pureed and/or creamy foods (such as soups and mashed potatoes) as “comfort” foods, and crunchiness and crispiness (such as nachos and caramel corn) as “fun” foods. We enjoy texture as it activates our other senses, including touch, sight, and sound.


While babies by necessity eat pureed foods, most adults enjoy a variety of textures, particularly crispiness and crunchiness, which break up the smoothness of texture—or even the simple monotony—of dishes.







Piquancy


Our mouths can also sense what we often incorrectly refer to as “hotness,” meaning piquancy’s “sharpness” and/or “spiciness”—whether boldly as in chile peppers, or more subtly as in a sprinkle of cayenne pepper. Some people find the experience of these picante (as the Spanish refer to it, or piccante as the Italians do) tastes more pleasurable than others.


Astringency


Our mouths “pucker” to register astringency. This is a drying sensation caused by the tannins in red wine or strong tea, and occasionally in foods such as walnuts, cranberries, and unripe persimmons.


WHAT IS PERCEIVED BY THE NOSE


Aroma


Aroma is thought to be responsible for as much as 80 percent or more of flavor. This helps to explain the popularity of aromatic ingredients, from fresh herbs and spices to grated lemon zest. Incorporating aromatic ingredients can enhance the aroma of your dish and, in turn, its flavor.


Some qualities are perceived through both the sense of taste and smell, such as:




Pungency


Pungency refers to the taste and aroma of such ingredients as horseradish and mustard that are as irritating—albeit often pleasantly—to the nose as they are to the palate.






Chemesthesis


Chemesthesis refers to other sensations that tickle (e.g., the tingle of carbonated beverages) or play tricks on (e.g., the false perception of “heat” from chile peppers, or “cold” from peppermint) our gustatory senses.










WHAT IS PERCEIVED BY THE HEART, MIND, AND SPIRIT




“The X Factor”


When we are present to what we are eating, food has the power to affect our entire selves. We experience food not only through our five physical senses—including our sense of sight, which we address first below—but also emotionally, mentally, and even spiritually.
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Heightening Flavor with Dominique and Cindy Duby of Wild Sweets



We believe that food preparation is 60 percent ingredients and 40 percent technique.

—DOMINIQUE AND CINDY DUBY, WILD SWEETS (VANCOUVER)




Flavor is the combination of the taste you experience on your tongue and the aroma you experience through your nose. We believe that as much as 90 percent of what we perceive as taste is actually aroma. When you eat a pineapple, the flavor really comes through the nose. So, if your pineapple is not ripe, it won’t have much aroma. It may taste sweet, but it won’t taste like pineapple.


There are two ways to bring flavor to a dish, through aroma or through chemical reaction. We always say that cooking is no different from doing a lab experiment: The minute you add heat to a raw product, you are changing the status of that product. When you use the Maillard reaction—which is what happens when you sear a piece of meat—you are getting a reaction of caramelization from the carbohydrates and amino acids. This chemical reaction creates flavor.


To add aroma to a dish, think of a piece of fish cooked in broth with herbs or lemon. The problem is that the flavor escapes into the air. If you walk into a room and it smells great, that means there is not much flavor left in the dish. The aroma has escaped. So, if you want to add aroma to a dish, the best way is through sous-vide cooking [which cooks encased food at long, slow temperatures]. This method traps the aroma into what you are cooking without letting it escape.


The problem is that sous vide is not available for home cooks. What a home cook can do is “sealed cooking,” where you take a heavy-duty freezer ziplock bag, put in what you want to cook with the liquid, then cook it over a steady heat on your stove. Another method that works is putting the bag in a pot with a single-cup water heater that goes to about 140 degrees Fahrenheit and, from time to time, stirring the water. [Note: Care must be taken with this low-temperature method of cooking to avoid food poisoning.]


This is a way to put—and keep—a lot of flavor in whatever you are cooking.







The Visual


The visual presentation of a dish can greatly enhance the pleasure we derive from it. Just a few decades ago, it was still possible to taste a dish with the eyes, but only those who’d spent time in worldclass kitchens knew the tricks of such artistic plate presentation. Since the advent of Art Culinaire and the Web, it’s become easier to reproduce a great dish’s elaborate form than its exquisite flavor.


How a dish looks can also affect our perception of its flavor in more direct ways; for example, the deeper the color of a berry sorbet, the more berry flavor is perceived. The stronger the connection between a particular food and a particular color, the stronger the flavor impact—such as berries with red, lemon with yellow, and lime with green.







Compatible Flavors


An essential aspect of great cooking is harnessing compatible flavors—which involves knowing which herbs, spices, and other flavorings best accentuate particular ingredients.


A process of trial and error over centuries resulted in classic cuisines and dishes, some of which feature timeless combinations of beloved flavor pairings—for example, basil with tomatoes, rosemary with lamb, and tarragon with lobster.


However, today it’s possible to use scientific techniques to analyze similar molecular structures to come up with new, compatible pairing possibilities, as odd as some might sound—such as jasmine with pork liver, parsley with banana, or white chocolate with caviar.







The Emotional



I say all the time that [my mother’s Spanish potato and egg tortilla] is my favorite because it conveys a point: that sentimental value comes above all else.

—FERRAN ADRIA, EL BULLI (SPAIN)




We taste with our hearts as much as with our tongues. What else could explain adult preferences for one’s mother’s dishes over those prepared by a great chef? This also helps to explain the lasting appeal of traditional dishes and cuisines of countries around the globe, which stem from our love for their cultures, their people, and the deeply rooted culinary traditions that have sustained them over centuries.
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Choosing a Cooking Technique with Michael Anthony of Gramercy Tavern in New York City


When we look at an ingredient, we ask, “How can we maximize the inherent flavor or quality of what this is?” As in any other progressive modern kitchen, there is a fascination with examining all the new techniques we can get our hands on. We have used sous vide [i.e., cooking vacuum-packed ingredients at low temperatures for long periods of time], but we are far from letting any technique drive a dish.


Alice Waters described something cooked via sous vide as “dead” food. I can understand her opinion because she is all about inflecting that “freshcut crunch” feeling into her food. Sous vide is all about a long, slow cooking process—and those products calling for that [such as tougher cuts of meat] will be awesome.


Why we choose any specialized piece of equipment for a dish always gets back to good oldfashioned cooking principles: What is the best way of capturing flavors?


That is how choosing a technique fits into my cooking.


I’m excited to eat in restaurants that are pushing the boundaries of presentation and technique. Yet my personal take on food that is too technically driven is that technique comes first and taste comes second. I feel the meals that hit home are ones where the flavor is there and you are eating a meal in a distinct time and place. I love it when people look back on a meal, and the time of year is what made it special. The ingredients they tasted seemed naturally a part of that moment because that is what is available then.


Sometimes straightforward flavors are the ones people can latch on to, even though the ingredients can be very sophisticated behind the scenes. If, ultimately, the flavor combination is one that is simple and straightforward, with an impressive balance of acidity and bitterness, and you remember it, then you win as a diner. Sometimes the meals that hit home are not the ones that were the most complicated.









The Mental


If we ate only for sustenance, we could probably survive on nutritive pills and water. But we also eat for pleasure. Because we typically eat three times a day, 365 days a year, we enjoy novelty, such as a twist on the traditional construct of a dish. Increasingly, since the 1980s and the advent of “tall” food, chefs have played with the presentation of their ingredients. Since the 1990s, the advent of avant-garde cuisine and so-called molecular gastronomy has seen chefs experiment more and more with both the chemical composition and presentation of dishes as well.






The Spiritual


The preparation, cooking, and eating of food is a sacrament. Treating it as such has the potential to elevate the quality of our daily lives like nothing else. Several of the world’s leading chefs have worked to perfect each aspect of the dining encounter—from the food and drink to the ambiance to the service—to raise the overall experience to a new level imbued not only with pleasure, comfort, and interest, but also with meaning.










FLAVOR FROM THE INSIDE OUT


America’s foremost chefs reached the pinnacle of their profession through their painstaking attention to every aspect of their cuisine and the restaurant experience. Chefs bring their own unique approaches to their cuisines, which are arguably rooted in either the physical, emotional, mental, or spiritual—although they can span two, three, or even all of them.


Chefs whose focus celebrates the physical realm include Alice Waters of Chez Panisse in Berkeley, California, with her pathbreaking focus on the quality of ingredients sourced and served, and Dan Barber of Blue Hill at Stone Barns in Pocantico Hills, New York, whose on-premises greenhouse, gardens, and pastures grow and raise much of what the restaurant serves.


Celebrating the emotional realm are those chefs whose cuisines are closely tied to a specific culture, its people, and their traditions. It includes chefs such as Rick Bayless, whose Frontera Grill and Topolobampo in Chicago elevate Mexican cuisine, and Vikram Vij and Meeru Dhalwala, whose Vij’s and Rangoli restaurants in Vancouver honor and celebrate the cooking of India and tap Indian women exclusively to staff their kitchens.


Easily identifiable as part of the mental realm are chefs whose efforts are reconceptualizing how food can be manipulated and presented, such as Chicago’s Grant Achatz of Alinea (with signature dishes such as bacon on a clothesline) and Homaro Cantu of Moto (whose dishes include incorporating edible paper printed with soy-based inks, and a doughnut soup that looks like eggnog and tastes just like a doughnut).


Through the elevation not only of their cuisines but of the creation and orchestration of ambiance and service as well, chefs such as Daniel Boulud of New York’s Restaurant Daniel and Patrick O’Connell of The Inn at Little Washington in Virginia transcend the prior three categories to bring the dining experience to another level in the spiritual realm.


In the pages that follow, we’ll share chefs’ reflections on working in the first three realms. (As for their thoughts on the fourth, we invite you to visit or revisit our book Culinary Artistry.)




The Physical Realm



My motto has always been: Find the best ingredients possible, and listen to what they tell you about how they want to be prepared. Mess with them as little as you can. Keep their integrity, but at the same time, focus their flavor, which is where creativity comes in.

—VITALY PALEY, PALEY’S PLACE (PORTLAND, OREGON)




The best chefs work with the best ingredients available to them. The very best chefs don’t settle for this, and seek out even better ingredients through working with foragers, developing relationships with farmers and other purveyors, and even growing their own produce and raising their own animals.





Monica Pope of T’afia in Houston


My cooking changed radically when we started hosting a farmers’ market [located at T’afia]. I remember when I was cooking in California, and chefs would be waiting for an ingredient to come into season. When it arrived, their philosophy would be “Let’s just slice it and not screw it up.” I thought, “That is just not the way restaurants work.” It’s hard to believe that now I am saying the same thing that they used to say.


Since the advent of the farmers’ market, when I get a product, it is phenomenal—because it was picked at the right time and has never even been refrigerated before it comes to my door. Sometimes I feel guilty because people will love something, and ask what I did to it. Often the answer is “Very little.”


Our zucchini salad is a perfect example of celebrating what comes to our door. We get baby zucchini and we shave them raw. Then we add a flavored pecan oil, raw local pecan halves, shaved pecorino cheese, Mexican marigold, and a pinch of salt.


We also think a lot about the best way to present these ingredients. The salad has to be interesting the whole way through, and I want the customer to have the experience of interacting with it themselves. I want them to have the experience of lifting a shaved piece of cheese after their bite of crunchy yellow or light-green squash. They will see that the salad is dressed with oil, but then have to search and realize that it is pecan oil. Then they will take the next bite and get the herb that has a minty note to it. To achieve this, I will taste a dish night after night to make sure it is “eating” the way I want it to eat.






Michael Anthony of Gramercy Tavern in New York City


You want to have an infatuation with the ingredients you cook with. You want to tap all the hopes and dreams that went into producing that ingredient. You need to think, “Is this ingredient not only up to par, but is it brilliant?” When it is cooked, you want whoever bites into what you made to think that the flavor is bright, interesting, and delicious.


I take a simple approach to my food, but simple food does not mean unmanipulated food. Sometimes simple food is simply boring.


When I cook, I am looking to pull myself back from a dish rather than add to a dish. I would rather a dish feel too simple than too fussy. So, sticking to my core principles, I never want to overload a dish with too many ingredients. But cooking is not always one-two-three. Sometimes you need some extra ingredients as long as they work dynamically.






Dan Barber of Blue Hill at Stone Barns in Pocantico Hills, New York


Our pork dish starts not at the table with the cut of pork on the plate, but in the field with what kind of pork we choose to raise for our restaurant. I make a lot of decisions to get the most “pigness” out of our pork dish. We raise Berkshire pigs, which have a great flavor. They are an older breed that has a flavor profile that newer breeds don’t have. The pig has a great intramuscular profile that allows it to develop a better flavor.
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We feed our pigs organic grains and that makes a huge difference. We feed them a wide variety of grains and they forage as well. We are also careful of how much corn the pigs eat. I proved unequivocally this summer the difference feed makes. We had a problem getting organic grain for about eight weeks and had to use conventional grain that has more corn in it because it is cheap to use in the feed. I tasted our pork that was raised exactly the same way side by side with the only change being the feed, and the flavor was as different as night and day. The flavor of the two was so different that a child could tell them apart.


We also make sure our pigs are slaughtered in a less stressful way. This makes for a calmer pig, and you can see a difference in the meat and taste the difference [in the texture] on the plate.


At Blue Hill when you order the pork at our restaurant, you don’t know what cut you will be getting. We serve leg, shoulder, rack, loin, and belly; it is a mix on the plate. This makes for a more interesting experience, because you get a variety of flavors and textures. We keep the dish pretty straightforward. We will serve it with Brussels sprout leaves and chickpeas.


We don’t want to do anything to hide the flavor. We make a pork stock, infuse it with more roasted scraps and bones to make a pork second [also known as a remoulage], then do one more pass with more pork and very little wine. This is water that has been infused with pork three times.


Depending on the season, I will make an infusion with herbs like a tea and add a little to the sauce if I want to add more flavor. The reason I do an infusion is to make sure the flavor is so light that you don’t even know it is there.






The Emotional Realm



I have no professional cooking training. My starting point was, What do I know? I know Indian spices and flavors.

—MEERU DHALWALA, VIJ’S (VANCOUVER)




There are many emotional connections to draw from when creating dishes—from the bounty of a particular country and its historic evolution into a national cuisine, to the classic dishes of that culture, and of the families and even individual cooks within it—as each might bring a unique twist to the standards.






Maricel Presilla of Cucharamama and Zafra in Hoboken, New Jersey


I’m Cuban—but whether you are Cuban, Venezuelan, Chilean [or another nationality], there is an enormous pride in the flavors of your region and of your childhood. It is like mother’s milk, your first compass. It doesn’t matter how much you travel or how much you expand your palate: You always come back to this notion of basic flavors and ingredients, time and again.


For me, being a Cuban from eastern Cuba is my anchor. I am from Santiago, which has a very defined cuisine. It is more influenced by the neighboring islands such as Jamaica and Haiti, which both have European influences as well. The cooks from those islands brought flavors with them like allspice, which is not used in the rest of Cuba. My family uses allspice lavishly in our adobo and in other dishes. I use it a lot as well—and it is one of my favorite spices. Our cooking has more complexity than the food of Havana because of these influences.


We have the most interesting cuisine in the world—and I am not kidding. I have traveled throughout South America, cooking with chefs as well as elderly women, not to mention studying the history of our cuisine from pre-Columbian cooking through the influence of Spanish medieval cooking.


What is fascinating is that there is a lot of structure to our cooking and clearly defined rules to our seasoning.


I have learned how all these flavors work in their nationalities and regions, making Latin America my “backyard” of flavor. I am like a painter, and every painter has his or her own palette. I use this analogy because my father was a painter, and there are colors that he would never use that would not be on his palette.


When I want to be creative, I am comfortable reaching across topographical boundaries. However, I do so with an understanding of all the basic elements of flavor in South American cuisine because I have studied them, eaten them, and lived them!






Vikram Vij of Vij’s and Rangoli in Vancouver


The three secrets to my cooking? Number one, my wife, Meeru. Number two, treating the spices with integrity. And number three, using local produce as much as possible.


My own mother is from the northern part of India, so my style and flavors are a combination of different whole and ground spices. I love fenugreek and cinnamon and other aromatics. But one of my [signature dishes] is actually called Mother-in-Law’s Pork Curry, because it is based on a recipe my mother-in-law gave me for stewed meat.


I wanted to make something new and was talking to Meeru, who told me her mother used to make a curry with lamb, cream, masala, and some other spices and that they loved it. I decided to try it with pork instead of lamb. It was vindaloo style with vinegar, and green onions added right at the end so that they stayed really fresh. There were too many spices in it to list on the menu so it just made sense to name the dish after her instead.


When I opened my first restaurant, I didn’t have a liquor license and did not want to serve [soda] pop or anything with artificial ingredients or preservatives. I remembered growing up in India and having lemon water with a hint of salt and pepper as a homemade lemonade. [At Vij’s,] we made some lemonade and added a little ginger, a pinch of salt, and sparkling water to give the refreshing effervescence of [soda] pop. We started out serving it with pepper as well, but customers couldn’t get used to seeing black pepper in a drink.


It is wonderful at the beginning of the meal to refresh your palate.







Meeru Dhalwala Vij of Vij’s and Rangoli in Vancouver


While working in India for eleven months, I visited Gujarat. Having been raised in the United States, to me “Indian food” was what my mom cooked. I had no idea there were other kinds!


If you watch a Bollywood movie, you see that the Punjabis and the Gujaratis make a lot of fun of each other. The Gujaratis find us Punjabis very volatile and show-offy. They will say, “Just like your cuisine, you are all fiery and hot!” We Punjabis, on the other hand, think the Gujaratis are quiet and dull. Of course, for me, that has all changed—I love all Indians.


In Gujarat, at the end of cooking a curry, they would add a teaspoon of sugar and a half a lime. The first time I tasted this, it was awful—but then I found out that the cook of the house was a crappy cook! When I had it done correctly, it was delicious, and had a nice, mellow aftertaste. So, I incorporated lime into my cooking after eating Gujarati food in India.


My kitchen is staffed by Punjabi women, who had a hard time using lime because it was not part of their cooking in Punjab. When they tasted it, they thought, “Yuck! What’s the point?” Since my Punjabi cooks don’t like lime, this led me to start using kaffir lime. I had more control over the recipes’ flavor because I could just say, “Add 15 leaves to the recipe.” And I learned that turmeric and lime leaf are wonderful together, by the way.








The Mental Realm



My menu may read as unusual, but everything is really just a slight flip on a traditional flavor profile. If I pull out one acid, I replace it with another. If I make a tagine traditionally, it will have preserved lemon. Then I’ll ask, “Would it work with lime or orange juice?” It is still the same flavor profile in that it will still have a cutting acid—just maybe not the one that would be used traditionally.

—BRAD FARMERIE, PUBLIC (NEW YORK CITY)




In modern architecture and design, form is said to follow function. In the cuttingedge world of avant-garde cuisine, which turns classic dishes inside out for the sake of argument or even simple amusement, form follows flavor.




Homaro Cantu of Moto in Chicago


Moto is not meant to be an everyday experience. Neither is Charlie Trotter’s [also in Chicago] or Daniel [in New York City]. Someone could say that these chefs are just cooking for themselves, and that is true to a certain extent. I am doing this style of [avant-garde] cooking because I am bored with other dishes. If I was all about the customer and just wanted to make people happy, I would cook paella, pizza, and burgers all day. Everyone would have smiles on their faces!


There is a little bit of selfishness, but there is also playfulness. We have to make sure guests are happy, and that our dishes are both inventive and seasonal. What is happening [in the world] right now is that we are expanding our repertoire of what good food is.


[image: image]


At Moto, when we start out with a concept, flavor is the most important thing but also the last thing we think about. Something might taste great, but who cares? What are we going to do with it? As it pertains to us, we look at a concept. Then it evolves into something where we tweak the flavor a little bit to make it taste more like it “should.” For example, once we wanted to make a cookie with a really concentrated flavor. So, we threw cookies into the dehydrator, and turned them into powder. This created a new building block for flavor. [Instead of the flour you would normally use in your dough,] you weigh the powdered cookies out as your starch in your normal cookie recipe. But this starch is now a carrier of flavor for the end product—so the resulting cookie now tastes more like it “should” than it would have just using regular flour.


A lot of our food is rooted in classic combinations—and it has to be. Why? The process by which we go about creating is so foreign that we have to make something that you are familiar with eating. In a tapas restaurant, you have had generations of trial and error to create a dish through local ingredients and techniques that have evolved into something that tastes good. For example, olives marinated with garlic and parsley has been around for a hundred years. Now, there is nothing wrong with that. But, for us, the idea of marinating olives with garlic and parsley is not fun. So, we are going to make a dish where the olives are actually the parsley and the garlic is the olives and so on. But it tastes like something you’d want.


What’s in a Pancake? Yes, we do serve real food. We got some BLiS syrup [handcrafted aged maple syrup] in the kitchen which is used by other top chefs around the country. This stuff is liquid gold! This syrup is aged in small bourbon barrels in Canada and is $20 for a small [375 ml] bottle. The maker even handstamps each bottle with wax and writes the label by hand. When we got it in, we knew we had to do something with it.


We decided to make a pancake dish. We started with the question “How can we make this dish taste more like pancakes than pancakes?” So, we pureed cooked pancakes, then adjusted the liquid with milk. The cool thing about making a pancake puree out of cooked pancakes is that you can alter the concentration levels. You can’t alter the concentration levels when you are making straight pancakes.


We wanted to trick the customer into thinking that they were going to eat a hot pancake topped with this syrup. Believability is so important in the process, so we even execute the dish in front of them [in the dining room]. We bring out a metal plate that looks hot [but is frozen and steaming from being immersed in nitrogen]. The pancake batter is then shot from a syringe. The batter freezes when it hits the metal. When we serve it, we top it with the BLiS syrup. Ninety-nine percent of the people who were served this dish swore they were getting a hot flapjack, and it was only when they tasted it that they learned it was cold.


Contrarian by Nature People want to say that wine is natural and has been around a thousand years. But is it natural or unnatural? We don’t know. You have people in a foreign country stepping all over these grapes, putting foot fungus in there, and then creating a fermented thing that is controlled. I don’t think that wine is all that natural! Every time you turn on the blender and puree something, you are crossing the line of natural versus unnatural. Nature did not intend for an electric motor to spin a blade and turn a solid into a liquid.


If you think an unripe green tomato tastes better than a ripe heirloom red tomato picked off the vine in August, then by all means eat the green tomato. That is flavor preference. What if I feed you an unripe green tomato but alter its taste so it tastes better than a vine-ripened red tomato? When we pick it off the vine earlier, it has a different quality—it is sharper. So, we will pair something that maybe should not go with it, like Parmesan cheese pureed with butter. This will make it a little richer and compensate for the overtannic, overacidic qualities of the tomato. [If you enjoy it,] then you have succumbed to not following the seasons.


In the same manner, we’ll serve a dish of unripe things that taste ripe because they are together! What do I prefer? Of course I prefer the vine-ripened tomato at the end of August. We would make the other dish just to ask the question.


Creating New Flavors I disagree with the notion that there are no new flavors. Maybe there are no new products, even though we don’t know everything that exists in the sea. To create a new flavor, all you have to do is dissect an ingredient. For example, if I take an avocado and put it into a centrifuge, we would separate the fat and the water. The water will carry the avocado taste. If I take that water and create a snow with it or make it into a pill, it will have a much different taste than avocado, because avocado is thought of as something that is rich. But there would be no richness here; it is a completely different product. We just made up a new flavor.




How to Lengthen Flavors



Think of something in its pure form like passion fruit puree: It is strong, vibrant, and when it touches your tongue, you taste it [all at once]. I learned from Heston Blumenthal [chef of The Fat Duck, the Michelin three-star restaurant in England] that if you take that same passion fruit and make it into a gelée and cube it, then you will get the flavor little by little as the cube melts on your palate. The flavor release takes longer and lasts longer in your mouth.

—JOHNNY IUZZINI, PASTRY CHEF, JEAN GEORGES (NEW YORK CITY)





Sometimes we try to lengthen flavors, like you have with some wines [e.g., wines that are said to have “a long finish” that you taste long after swallowing]. I will think, “How long do I want a flavor to last? Do I want a blast, or do I want it to linger?”

We make a dish of a fried oyster with shiso and a wasabi, yuzu, and sancho pepper [also known as Szechuan pepper] sauce. That is a great way to experience length of flavor. The shiso wraps around the oyster like a taco shell. When you take a bite, you get the herbaceous punch from the shiso, then richness from the fried oyster that coats your tongue. Then you get the acid from the yuzu on the sides of your tongue. When you swallow the bite, the wasabi comes up the back of your nose. Then you get a small surprise because the pepper gives you a numbing effect across your palate. This is not a “two seconds of heaven” bite; we are talking about a twenty-second experience. We have orchestrated this not in a crazy chemical way, but just by playing with an oyster.

The cues come from the wine world: Sometimes you want bright and spritzy high-acid flavor, and other times you want something rich and long.

—BRAD FARMERIE, PUBLIC (NEW YORK CITY)







So now if I want to mimic an avocado, I would have to serve something rich with it. I could serve something dairy with it, like brown butter. I now have something that would go with a classical turbot dish with brown butter and capers, whereas fresh avocado would not have paired up with that dish very well.






Katsuya Fukushima of minibar in Washington, DC


I like to work with classic, preexisting flavor combinations that people can recognize. They may not recognize anything from the textures I use, but they will find recognition in the flavors.


To make our “Philly Cheesesteak,” we start with the bread. We put pita dough through a pasta machine so that it gets really thin, but puffs way up when you cook it. For the cheese element, we use a Vermont and Wisconsin cheddar cheese mousse that we pipe into the pita. For the beef, we serve seared Kobe beef. For the onions, we spread on caramelized onion puree. We then top that with truffles. So you have bread, cheese, beef, and onion, just like a Philly cheesesteak. We add the truffles just to push it over the top.










CHEFS’ STRATEGIES FOR BALANCING FLAVORS



On every forkful—regardless of what’s on the fork—there has to be salt, acid, and heat…. However, unless you are serving a peppercrusted dish, or a lemon or vinegar dish, your seasoning should never be detected. Instead, your beans should taste like beans, and your rabbit should taste like rabbit. Diners don’t need to know how much salt, acid, and heat are in the dish—and none should be obvious. You’ll also have minor supporting players in a dish, such as the aromatic or picante levels that might come from your mirepoix or sofrito [a well-cooked sauce of tomatoes, garlic, onions, and herbs] or whatever else went in there. But when a diner tastes your dishes, all you want them to be thinking about is those beans, or that rabbit.

—SHARON HAGE, YORK STREET (DALLAS)




Over the past fifteen years, we have interviewed many chefs in an effort to understand how some of America’s best chefs approach creating great food. What we learned is that there are as many approaches as chefs themselves. While some strategies overlap, others are unique and display strong self-knowledge as to what makes their individual cuisines so original and compelling.










Traci Des Jardins of Jardinière in San Francisco


The most important aspect of any dish is balance—between acid, fat, salt, and sweetness. It is the key to making food taste good.


The same is true in pastry. I am constantly working with my pastry chef when I taste desserts with her. I will taste something and say it is too sweet—that it is missing the acid balance, and needs some fat and a little salt. Using salt in pastry brings out the flavor, just as it does in savory food. When it comes to dessert, people think more in a “monochromatic” sweet fashion. But sweets need balance, too.


My favorite flavor is the harmony of these elements working together, whether it is sweet or savory.






Marcel Desaulniers of The Trellis in Williamsburg, Virginia


My cooking philosophy has always been simple: Don’t complicate things, and let the food speak for itself. I want the food to leave a clean taste in your mouth, and that goes for savory food as well as desserts.


We don’t use a lot of spices because they can have an intensity of flavor that can overwhelm other flavors. People can’t restrain themselves with certain ingredients—and, often, it’s garlic. At The Trellis, we use garlic in only one recipe: a dressing that has been on the menu for twenty-six years. Herbs can be overused as well, too. Rosemary and basil, which I love, are constantly overused, which results in a bitter flavor.


I tell cooks, “When in doubt, don’t use it.” The food you are starting with already has its own intrinsic flavor, whether it is a scallop or a filet of beef. Whatever you do to embellish the flavor should be a very minor part of the relationship, rather than sharing the stage fifty-fifty.


I thought of myself as a saucier from my days in New York, yet when I opened this restaurant in Williamsburg, it was not the way I wanted to present the food. Rather than sauces, I wanted to use vegetables and fruits as the accompaniments. They provide moisture as a natural component and they work on the plate, but not as a fifty-fifty partner.


An example of where fruit works great as a component is on our pork dish: We serve pork loin medallions, grilled sausage, sweet potatoes, tender cooked string beans, and bourbon-glazed peaches. So this is a dish with no sauce, except the juice from the peaches.






Carrie Nahabedian of Naha in Chicago


You should always season something right from the start, and not just at the end. If you just add salt and pepper at the end, you are not doing a soup justice. You want those flavors to blossom.


Take our butternut squash soup as an example. We start our soup with hefty pieces of slab bacon, so we are already starting off with a lot of flavor. From there, we add the mirepoix and make sure it gets nice and caramelized. Then we start adding our salt, fresh-cracked pepper, and thyme sprig.


Next, we add roasted squash. The reason we roast it before it goes in the soup is because you can taste what state the squash is in. It may need a little help because it needed to age a couple more weeks in the cellar before we got it, so we may add a garnet yam. Now, we taste the soup and decide what kind of sweetness to add. That could be honey, molasses, or maple sugar—not just [white] sugar.


Next, we puree the soup and pass it [through a fine-mesh strainer] to achieve its smooth texture.


To the soup base, we add the garnishes. We already have bacon, but some smoked duck will be good, too. We add spaghetti squash and fried parsnips for additional texture and, in the case of the parsnips, sweetness as well. For a last note, we add a drizzle of maple syrup or barrel-aged sherry. These things just seal the soup so that the flavors all escalate. It is important to not rush things so that your flavors come together.
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Andrew Carmellini of A Voce in New York City


Any kind of sauce boils down to acid, salt, sweetness, and two kinds of spice: savory spice, meaning cumin- or coriander-type spices, and heat spice, meaning chiles or pepper flakes. You can be making a vinaigrette or a Thai curry or a bouillabaisse, but its seasoning involves the same principles on the palate. As long as you can manipulate those things, you can get your palate excited.


If something is heavy or fatty on the tongue, add some vinegar or lemon or another type of acid. If you were making a Thai-style coconut curry that is too fatty and rich from the coconut milk, you would add some grated lime zest, lime juice, and a splash of fish sauce to cut the richness.


When you are adjusting the seasoning of a dish, you need to think about its origin. That is why traveling is so important. For example, you wouldn’t use rice wine vinegar in a French bouillabaisse, but you might use a little bit of chili flakes. You must understand the historical context of a dish, which is why you wouldn’t thicken an Indian curry with strawberries.






Sharon Hage of York Street in Dallas


When I am building a dish, I use a tray we call “the four seasons,” which is fleur de sel [salt]; red pepper flakes, the ultimate marriage of heat and fruit; dry mustard, which I use all the time; and sumac, which is an acidic component.


When I make a dish, it starts with the dry ingredients first, and the salt is the first dry ingredient. Then I add the heat layer, such as a jalapeño or horseradish. Then I add acid: lemon juice, vinegar, verjus, or all three. Then, at the last second, I add the fat component—the oil or butter—to the sauce, which brings it all together.






Brad Farmerie of Public in New York City


When I come up with a new dish, I am looking at two things: The first is building up the richness, and the second is cutting that richness with acidity, spice, or herbaceousness.


I start by thinking, What is the rich component? How can I build richness? If it is a protein, we may cure the meat or fry the fish. If it is a vegetarian dish, I may start with eggplant, which is meaty, so I will build it up with miso or tahini, which will make it even richer and meatier. This is really important in a vegetarian dish, because I hate those flimsy veg plates of grilled vegetables and a lot of salad!


Texture is another way of building richness. If you add miso or tahini, that adds richness and texture. An emulsification also gives a sense of richness in your mind and across your palate. One way to add rich texture in a “fakey-jakey” way is to add palm sugar. It is [a less] sweet sugar, and we will shave it into a dish halfway through the cooking and temper it with tamarind. We use it so subtly that you don’t even know it is there.


Now that I have my richness, the question becomes, “How can we cut that richness so it is light on the palate and in the belly?” We use a tremendous amount of acid, but it is always in check with what is on the plate. Choosing the right acid or herb will leave a light feeling on the palate and cut a rich dish.


With any fried food, you need a big zap of acidity to get through it. With fried fish, we will use preserved lemon, yogurt, or yuzu with a white soy dipping sauce.


Cured meat is almost the epitome of richness. Cured meats have a salinity to them, and quite often there is sugar to balance the salt as well. You need some punchy flavors to cut the meat, or it will just be heavy on the palate. Traditionally, you would use capers or caper berries. Mustard fruits [known in Italy as mostarda, these are fruits preserved in mustard-flavored sweet syrup] are another traditional approach. I like them because you have the added element of spice. We make our own mustard fruits and bastardize them a little by using kumquats, baby apricots, and gooseberries, which are not traditional in Italy. These fruits simply have beautiful flavor and color. The other thing we do is use whole mustard seeds. Mustard fruits are typically [made through] a refined process in that they become like a clear jam. We leave ours a little rougher and fold in a little dry mustard in the end to make the colors of the citrus fruits really pop.


Another way we cut richness is by using sweet-and-sour poached vegetables and fruit. We’ll poach fennel or pearl onions in a sweet-sour liquid with licorice and star anise. The family of apples, pears, and quince also holds up very well, as do sour poached plums.


I like aromatic spices [for their ability to cut richness]. If I’m working on a dish inspired by India, my inspirations are the flavors of clove, cardamom, and coriander seed. They are aromatic spices that really cut the fat of a dish, so the dish is not big, fat, and flabby on the palate. Fresh turmeric gives you fruitiness and upfront flavor with a touch of acid that perks up a dish. If you add fresh turmeric to your curry, you will make a world of difference by adding this one small thing.


If I’m working on a dish inspired by Southeast Asia, I like galangal, lemongrass, and ginger. They all have natural acidity and zingy spice that will perk up anything. Even if you are not adding acid to coconut milk but just adding aromatics, it won’t taste heavy.






Emily Luchetti, pastry chef at Farallon in San Francisco


I want my flavors to be clean, crisp, accentuated, and distinguished. From there, I look at what I feel like making. If I have peaches, do I want to make a trifle or a napoleon or something else? What is the star of the plate? Is it one thing and everything else is going to be showing it off? Or are there two main flavors that are both going to have equal billing? I make a peach-blueberry trifle that has a mascarpone cream and is pretty intense. It is one of my favorite summer things to make. The peaches and blueberries are both the stars. If you make a pumpkin-cranberry upside-down cake, the pumpkin is the star and the cranberry is an accent.
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You have to look at the ingredient and ask, “How am I going to bring out the best of its flavors? Do I cook it, or leave it alone? Does this piece of fruit need to be intensified because it wants to be the star, or is it not good enough on its own?” When you are working with fresh or dried fruit, the most important thing is the balance of sugar, salt, and lemon. If I am mixing fresh fruit for a shortcake or crisp, I always add some lemon juice and salt, because—just like in savory cooking—it helps bring out the flavor. We are talking a half teaspoon to a teaspoon of lemon and a large pinch of kosher salt.


Whenever you are cooking fruit with sugar to serve with something, taste the fruit first. If it is the peak of summer, that fruit may not need sugar. If you added some anyway, it would dull the flavors and make it taste too sweet. So, taste your fruit—and trust your palate! People trust their palates for savory food all the time. They’ll taste a tomato sauce and know it needs some salt. You need to trust your palate for sugar as well. You know when something is too sugary or salty.


When you are working with fresh fruit, the fruit has to be the guide. If you eat a piece of fresh fruit by itself, it is a dessert. So you want the dessert, in the end, to taste better than the fruit itself. To do that, you need to add things that go naturally. Blueberries and peaches go well together. Vanilla goes with practically any fruit. Almonds go with most fruits because they are light nuts that have a lot of flavor but not a lot of fat. Just starting with things that naturally go together, you will have a greater rate of success.


People will read that I think three flavors work in a dessert—then they’ll say, “Well, you used four….” That is not the point—the point is knowing when to stop! Too many chefs start adding things that in the end all taste muddled, because nothing can stand out on its own. When you are more restrictive, each thing tastes good on its own—and the dessert becomes more than the sum of its parts. It is hard to know when to stop. Many chefs seem to think, “Oh, I’ll just add this dot of mango….” Well, the taste of that one acidic dot can set the whole dessert off.
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Flavor is a “language” that anyone who loves the pleasures of the palate will find to be well worth mastering. Once you master the language of flavor, you can use it to communicate—and become a better cook.
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GREAT COOKING = MAXIMIZING FLAVOR + PLEASURE BY TAPPING BODY + HEART + MIND + SPIRIT:
COMMUNICATING VIA THE LANGUAGE OF FOOD




Happy and successful cooking doesn’t rely only on knowhow. It comes from the heart, makes great demands on the palate, and needs enthusiasm and a deep love of food to bring it to life.

—GEORGES BLANC, MICHELIN THREE-STAR CHEF IN VONNAS, FRANCE




The defining trait of a great cook is more than a great palate, and more than great technique; it is sound judgment. It is not only knowing what to do with ingredients, but also when, where, why, and how to serve them. Cooking involves the thoughtful combination and manipulation of ingredients. Good cooking results in those ingredients tasting even better. Great cooking not only celebrates the ingredients, but also celebrates the moment.


Recipes evolved as a way to teach less experienced cooks how to prepare particular dishes, by providing specific proportions of compatible ingredients along with step-by-step instructions. However, anyone who believes that every recipe followed verbatim will always produce consistent results is kidding themselves, given the diversity within individual ingredients, whether the sweetness of fruit or the thickness of a fish fillet. Slavish followers of recipes, who treat them as gospel instead of guidelines, make the mistake of putting more faith in someone else’s instructions than they do in themselves. Many people would do better in the kitchen if they didn’t blindly follow recipes. In fact, following recipes may be holding you back from achieving your potential as a cook.


Take the time to learn and master some of the general principles of how to make food taste great—such as what to pair with various ingredients, and how to prepare them—which is the subject of this book. After all, more than a dozen years after the advent of the Food Network turned every TV set in this country into a virtual 24/7 cooking school, supplementing the burgeoning food programming on many of the other major channels, Americans are better-trained cooks than at


any previous point in history. Most of us can now whip up a dish with our general knowledge of how to boil pasta, sauté an onion, or grill a steak. Today, long, detailed recipes are rarely needed for most cooking (with the exception of baking, whose chemistry requires precise measurements).


Training wheels can be useful when first learning to ride a bike, as can “painting by numbers” when first learning to paint. Likewise, following a recipe can be useful when first learning to cook—for understanding the order of completing certain steps, and internalizing their intrinsic logic. But great cooking should be more akin to meditation: you—and all of your senses—are in the moment, and fully awake and aware. You can taste the ingredients, and know what you need to do to make them taste their best. You know, as chef Judy Rodgers famously told us for our book Becoming a Chef, to “look out the window and see what the weather is and decide what the soup wants to be.” Be fully grounded in the moment that is part of that second, that minute, that hour, that day, that month, that season, that year of your life—all at once.


To elevate your cooking to a whole new level, develop a better appreciation for the essence of ingredients, which provides insight into when and how to best use them. Celebrating the essence of ingredients allows you to work with them more intuitively and effectively. This book will help you decide what ingredients to reach for in the kitchen, and why, and what to do with them when you do.




HOW TO MAKE FOOD TASTE GREAT


A great cook is able to make food taste great by doing two basic things:



1. Understanding the essence of the moment, which comprises everything from the meal’s driving force to the occasion, to the weather, to the available time, budget, and/or other resources (for example, ingredients, equipment, etc.).

2. Understanding the essence of the ingredients, which comprises their season, regionality, weight and volume, function, flavor, and/or flavor affinities.




The deeper your understanding of both, the greater your ability to bring them together into a dish that is the perfect expression of the ingredients and the moment.




Understanding the Essence of the Moment


Why do you need or want to cook in the first place? In a day and age when more of the meals we consume are prepared outside the home than at home, cooking has become relatively infrequent. So, what’s driving you?


Always keep in mind your starting point in the kitchen, the reference point serving as the inspiration for your cooking—which can be virtually anything. Following its essence logically or intuitively will lead you to each subsequent step toward creating something delicious. Your starting point is your initial desire. It may be an ingredient, or a dish, or a country: you’re excited to prepare the first


heirloom tomatoes of summer; you’re craving your grandmother’s cheesecake; or you want a dish that will take you to Italy to relive the flavors you enjoyed on your last vacation.


Other factors provide the parameters of how you’ll act on that desire. They might be time (“I want to spend the day cooking for pleasure” versus “I have only fifteen minutes to get something on the table”), budget ($5/person versus “money is no object, so bring on the truffles”), occasion (dinner on a Tuesday night, or someone’s birthday), availability of ingredients (your neighbors just gave you fresh vegetables from their garden), season (the arrival of the first asparagus of spring, or the last corn of Indian summer), weather (wanting a chilled lunch to help you cool off on a hot summer day), or something else.


Your starting point, whatever it is, has an essence: Your desire to host a barbecue to celebrate the beautiful summer weather will bring up associations that will in turn bring up other associations, until you have a long list of associations, for example:




• Desire to enjoy the 80-degree sunny summer day (starting point: season, weather)



[image: image] Have a summer barbecue (craving)

[image: image] Invite friends over to enjoy it, too




• Prefer to cool down (function)



[image: image] Serve cold drinks

[image: image] Serve at least some chilled dishes




• Serve corn bought at the market this morning (available resources)



[image: image] Serve corn salsa on grilled chicken or fish

[image: image] Serve corn on the cob




• Have best friends over for dinner (guests)



[image: image] Everyone eats chicken

[image: image] One of them is from New England and can bring lobster




• Avoid turning the oven on (temperature)



[image: image] Cook outside [image: image] fire up the grill

[image: image] Cook on the stovetop only [image: image] boil water






So, starting with your driving factor and its essence, you can follow these associations to their logical conclusion and come up with the perfect meal. For one person, it might be serving grilled chicken with a corn salsa in the backyard. For another, it might be hosting a lobster and corn boil in an air-conditioned dining room. It’s all about taking everything into consideration at once, and using sound judgment to determine how to proceed.




Occasion


Even if it wasn’t the driving force behind why you’re cooking in the first place, you’ll still want to consider the importance and significance of the meal. A quick dinner on a time-pressed weeknight will be different from a dinner made on the weekend when there is more time to enjoy the sensual process of cooking. Keep


the occasion in mind when planning your meal, with the knowledge that any meal can be elevated to a special occasion—or simplified in a crunch. The elements of breakfast take on a different level of importance when they are used for a special brunch. A quick fried egg and a toasted English muffin on a Tuesday can morph into poached eggs with Canadian bacon with hollandaise sauce on an English muffin for a weekend brunch, or vice versa.


But a true special occasion—a birthday, anniversary, or holiday—definitely calls for something equally special to celebrate it. If lack of time is a factor, a birthday isn’t the time to undertake making and decorating a cake from scratch. However, it might inspire you to pick up a half gallon of the birthday boy or girl’s favorite ice cream, toast some pecans, and whip up some homemade chocolate sauce—which would take only minutes, as opposed to hours.
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Weather


While seasonality will drive your choice of ingredients, the weather will drive your decision as to how to prepare and serve them. On the coldest days, you’ll want to warm your home as well as your body with slow-braised dishes, soups, and stews, and on warmer days, you’ll want to keep your home (and yourself) cooler by doing more grilling or on the hottest days serving quick-cooked or even chilled dishes—no matter what season those days may fall in.


Some cooks believe you can serve anything at any time of the year. Our eyebrows have raised upon seeing heavy braised dishes on restaurant menus in August. However, chefs have defended them by arguing that once someone is seated in an air-conditioned dining room, they forget what it’s like outside! Those chefs may be giving customers what they want while they are at the table… but what happens when those same customers leave the restaurant after finishing their braised short ribs and walk out into the heat and humidity? They might feel as out of sorts as they would wearing long wool overcoats on such a night! A lighter meal on a hot night won’t sap your energy in the same way. Even in the middle of summer, there will be unseasonably cool days that might suggest a warm dish that would offend the sensibilities on the season’s hottest, most sweltering day. Even during the dead of winter, the sun can break through and create an unseasonably warm day on which hot, slow-cooked braised dishes would not be appealing.


Considering the weather means taking into consideration the natural rhythms of nature. One of the easiest clues available to inform your cooking is to look out the window, and ask yourself what you feel like eating. If you look out the window on a sunny summer morning, are you more tempted by hot oatmeal—or by granola and yogurt? That afternoon, as the temperature rises, does your mouth water thinking of hot tomato soup—or chilled gazpacho? That night, does the temperature fall enough to make you want to turn on the oven to roast a chicken—or would you rather grill it on your stovetop?


On our first visit to a certain New York City restaurant on one of the hottest nights of summer, we were surprised to be sent an amuse-bouche from the kitchen that was a tall glass of hot yellow pepper soup. While the soup itself might have been made from seasonal ingredients and tasty in a vacuum, unfortunately what we remember even more vividly was how unappealing we found it, especially as our first taste after a sweltering taxi ride to the restaurant. If the same soup had been served to us cold, we expect it would have been more successful as the welcoming gesture it was intended to be.








Understanding the Essence of the Ingredients


Once you’re clear about “the problem” of what to cook, the right ingredients, well prepared, provide the ideal “solution.” To prepare any ingredients well, it’s vital to understand and respect their essence.


What do we mean when we talk about an ingredient’s “essence”? Every ingredient has associations with it, and the sum total of those associations comprises its essence. An ingredient’s essence is more than its flavor. Take two sample ingredients, both salty:
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• What comes to mind when you think of soy sauce? Common associations besides its saltiness might include Asia (region), rice (as a common flavoring for), and/or scallions (compatible ingredient).

• What comes to mind when you think of Parmesan cheese? Aside from saltiness (flavor), its common associations might include Italy (region), pasta or pizza (which it is a common flavoring for), and/or basil and tomatoes (compatible ingredients).




While certain other ingredients—such as chicken, garlic, and onions, which are all used around the world—may be neutral in their universality, many ingredients are rooted in distinct associations.


Some of the primary aspects of any ingredient’s essence include its seasonality, its taste, its volume, its function, its regionality, its weight, and its flavor affinities. While the importance of each factor varies, depending on the dish, the goal when cooking is to ensure that all of these factors are respected in the ingredient’s use.




Seasonality



It is almost a cliché to talk about seasonality if you are a New American chef. You are cooking that way naturally. I had a customer complain that his favorite pea ravioli was not on the menu. I explained that peas were not very good at the time, so that we were featuring corn ravioli. I don’t focus on making an ingredient that is not at its peak taste better; I simply take it off the menu. Chefs still pay more attention to seasonality than customers do. We still have diners who want berries in the middle of February!

—ANDREW CARMELLINI, A VOCE (NEW YORK CITY)




Cooking with ingredients at their seasonal peak is such a central tenet of good cooking that it bears constant repeating. In stores across the country, you can find almost any ingredient at almost any time of year. However, an ingredient’s mere availability offers no assurances of its quality.


Each season suggests a different palette of ingredients, and different ways of preparing and serving them. Classic holiday dishes represent time-tested ways of celebrating the season: Picture a grilled hamburger followed by a red, white, and blue strawberry shortcake accented with blueberries and whipped cream served on the Fourth of July, or roasted turkey with stuffing, cranberry sauce, and pumpkin pie on Thanksgiving. (If you’re not convinced of the perfection of each dish’s expression of the season and occasion, just imagine eating each menu on the other holiday!) Each season also suggests its own beverages; for example, summer calls more often for lighter-bodied white and rosé wines, just as winter calls for fullerbodied reds.






Taste


Every ingredient has its stereotypical taste (bananas are sweet), plus its actual taste, which may be a function of its age or ripeness. For example, a banana may increase noticeably in sweetness as it ripens and its color changes from green to yellow to brown. That is why it’s crucial to taste your ingredients when cooking. If you don’t—and, as a result, don’t end up making other adjustments (for example, slightly decreasing the amount of sugar used when using very ripe bananas)—you’ll find your dishes to be out of balance. Even seemingly similar ingredients (such as regular versus aged balsamic vinegar, or Italian versus Thai basil) can vary dramatically.






Weight


It was through our study of wine that we developed an appreciation for the critical role of understanding a wine’s body, or weight—and, in turn, the relative weights of various foods. In fact, weight has eclipsed color as the key factor in pairing wine with food.


Weight and season often go hand in hand, as we crave lightness in summer and heavier dishes when temperatures fall. In summer, that craving for lightness could be satisfied with a salad of fresh greens topped with shrimp or chicken and tossed in a vinaigrette. Our winter cravings for more substance and warmth might lead us to a hearty stew made with red meat and root vegetables in their own thick sauce.


There is a spectrum of wine and ingredients that suggests itself for warmer versus cooler seasons or days, as well as for lighter versus heavier appetites:






	 

	Light

	Medium

	Heavy





	White Wines

	Riesling

	Sauvignon Blanc

	Chardonnay





	Red Wines

	Pinot Noir

	Merlot

	Cabernet Sauvignon





	Vegetables

	Bibb lettuce

	Carrots

	Celery root





	Grains

	Couscous

	Rice

	Bulgur wheat





	Fruits

	Watermelon

	Apples

	Bananas





	Seafood

	Shrimp, sole

	Salmon, tuna

	 





	White Meat

	 

	Chicken, pork, veal

	 





	Red Meat

	 

	 

	Beef, lamb, venison





	Sauces

	Citrus/lemon
Vinaigrette

	Butter/cream
Olive oil

	Demi-glace
Meat stock












York Street’s Sharon Hage on Classic Flavor Pairings


I try to eat a lot of different foods and read a lot of different types of books to try to break away from classic pairings. I have had a million pork dishes, and I keep thinking that there has to be something else besides pork with sage! I try all these different things then turn to another cook and say, “Got any sage?”


There is a reason for tomatoes with basil, and for lamb with mint. What I don’t make is lamb with mint jelly—but there will likely be some mint someplace on the dish.


Roasted beets work with salty cheese, whether it is [Italian] ricotta salata, or [Mexican] queso fresco, or another country’s version of salty cheese.


The fun part is to discover what the classic pairing is, then present it to people in a way that makes them think it is different, while still being true to you as a chef. It would be hard to imagine summer tomatoes without the basil component. We might add some chives or mint or sumac, but the dish will still have some basil as well.










Volume


One important aspect of an ingredient’s flavor essence is its “volume.” Think of a stereo dial with “1” indicating a “quiet” seasoning of chopped parsley, and “10” suggesting a “loud” mound of freshly chopped habanero chile peppers. You’ll use them very differently to create very different effects, while striving to achieve the same all-important balance in the final dish.


So, is the ingredient you’re working with quiet, moderate, or loud? You need to be aware of an ingredient’s volume whenever combining it with other ingredients. If a dish is overspiced to the point where you can’t taste its essence, it’s wrong. Consider:
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Proteins


Light and/or quiet: fish, shellfish, tofu

Medium and/or moderate: white meat (chicken, pork, veal)

Heavy and/or loud: red meat (beef, lamb, venison)


Cooking Techniques


Light and/or quiet: poaching, steaming

Medium and/or moderate: frying, sautéing

Heavy and/or loud: braising, stewing


Herbs


Light and/or quiet: chervil, parsley

Medium and/or moderate: dill, lemon thyme

Heavy and/or loud: rosemary, tarragon






Function


Different tastes serve different functions. Saltiness stimulates thirst (think of all those free salty peanuts in bars!), while sourness quenches it (think lemonade). Saltiness heightens the appetite, making this flavor especially effective in appetizers. Bitterness also stimulates the appetite, and can promote the other tastes with which it is paired while adding a note of lightness to a dish. Sourness is refreshing, and adds a fresh note to any dish to which it is added. Sweetness is famously satiating, making it ideal (not to mention customary) to end a meal with a sweet dessert, or at least a sweet note (such as a cheese course with honey or sweet figs).


Certain foods, such as the spices cinnamon and nutmeg, are thought of as “warming” foods, so their addition to dishes is thought to add a warming quality that might be especially welcomed on a cold day. There are also “cooling” foods (such as cucumber and mint) that can be used just as judiciously.


Keeping an ingredient’s function in mind will help you use it most wisely, and avoid unfortunate mismatches of flavor and function. We still remember an otherwise delicious beet salad we were once served as an appetizer in New Orleans that was so sweet it killed our appetite for the rest of our meal.






Region


Determining the region that will serve as the reference point for whatever you’re cooking is one of the easiest ways to create successful flavor marriages in the kitchen. Thinking regionally is as important to good pairing as thinking seasonally is to good cooking. Many people are familiar with the maxim “If it grows together, it goes together,” and this is still the best place to start as a guide. Knowing what country you want to draw on will narrow your list of ingredient choices, often for the better! For example, as chicken is the world traveler of ingredients, if you’re making a chicken dish, you’ll especially need to decide on a region of inspiration. Are you going to root your dish in Mexico by topping it with salsa, or take it to France by finishing it with a mustard cream sauce? The accompaniments you choose will reinforce the dish’s sense of place. Would rice and beans, or boiled new potatoes, be most appealing served alongside it?






Flavor Affinities


A perfect ingredient served plainly can be an extraordinary thing, whether a perfectly ripe and sweet piece of fruit, or a silky slice of raw fish as sashimi. But in the real world, perfect ingredients are all too rare—and there are few ingredients whose flavors can’t be helped along by a pinch of this or a splash of that. A sprinkle of sugar will bring out the flavor of strawberries. A squeeze of lime will bring out a melon’s sweetness. A drizzle of vinegar will provide a tasty counterpoint for salty French fries.


Understanding what herbs, spices, and other seasonings will best bring out the flavor of whatever it is you’re cooking is some of the most important knowledge any cook can master. The pages that follow emphasize modern-day flavor affinities that have been proved in some of the best-respected kitchens in this country in this millennium.
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Studying the language and syntax of ingredients in these pages will allow you access to the collective wisdom—and impeccably sound judgment—of some of America’s most imaginative chefs.
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FLAVOR MATCHMAKING: THE CHARTS




Good cooking does not depend on whether the dish is large or small, expensive or economical. If one has the art, then a piece of celery or salted cabbage can be made into a marvelous delicacy; whereas if one has not the art, all the greatest delicacies and rarities of land, sea or sky are of no avail.

—YUAN MEI, EIGHTEENTH-CENTURY CHINESE POET




When you’re creating in the kitchen, the starting point for a dish or a menu can be literally anything. It can begin with the seasonal availability of a particular ingredient—vegetable, fruit, meat, or seafood—or even a cooking style, such as grilling in the summer or braising in the winter. It can begin with a craving for the flavors of a particular country or region: the garlic and herbs of Provence, or the garlic and ginger of Asia. Or it can begin with simple curiosity, the urge to experiment with a new ingredient or technique.


Recognizing this, we’ve provided a similarly broad range of starting points in the A-to-Z (achiote seeds to zucchini blossoms) lists that follow: the seasons (with listings for autumn, spring, summer, and winter); an extensive variety of vegetables, fruits, meat, seafood, and other ingredients; dozens of world cuisines; and a broad array of flavorings and seasonings (from avocado oil to fennel pollen to Kaffir lime), including dozens of different salts, peppers, herbs, spices, oils, and vinegars.


Below each, we’ve distilled and summarized key aspects of an ingredient’s essence: its season, taste, weight, volume, and primary function. You’ll also find its most recommended cooking techniques and some useful tips to keep in mind when working with it. After all, some ingredients lend themselves to being prepared in a particular manner: While chicken is versatile enough to be cooked in a number of ways, delicate fish beg to be served lightly cooked or even raw, while tougher cuts of meat beg to be braised or stewed.


When perusing the listings of compatible flavors, readers of our book What to Drink with What You Eat will recognize our ranking system to let you know which pairings are truly stellar. Those ingredients that appear in BOLD CAPS with an asterisk (*) are ethereal, time-honored classics: these “marriages made in heaven” comprise the top 1 or 2 percent of pairings. Next we have very highly recommended pairings in BOLD CAPS. Bold, noncapitalized listings are frequently recommended pairings; and plain text pairings are recommended pairings. But remember: Even when just a single top expert recommends a flavor combination, it’s very high praise indeed.


In some cases, we’ve also noted flavor pairings to AVOID or steer clear of, to prevent overpowering or clashing with your star ingredient.


For many listings, we’ve also indicated “flavor trios” and other “flavor cliques” to get you started on compound flavor combinations. In other cases, you’ll find some of America’s most creative chefs’ signature dishes, so you can gain inspiration from some of the most celebrated restaurant kitchens across the country.


Throughout these pages, you’ll also find several insightful sidebars on cooking with herbs, mushrooms, pastas, steaks, and more. They’ll serve to help you learn not only the “whats” of combining flavors, but also the “whys” and “hows.”


Keep an eye out for the distinctions being made among ingredients. After all, not even all salts are created equal. As you hone your selections, you’ll hone the quality of the flavors you’re able to create.


Since the turn of the new millennium, we have traveled throughout the United States and Canada, spending thousands of hours interviewing dozens of the most creative chefs and other experts on their most recommended flavor pairings. We’ve scoured these experts’ memories—along with their post-1999 restaurant menus, Web sites, cookbooks, and other highly recommended books—for pairing insights. Then we synthesized their advice into the comprehensive, easyto-use listings that follow. These listings represent a treasure trove of pairing ideas for you to put to work in your own kitchen.


Armed with the extensive information that follows, you’ll learn how to better show off virtually any ingredient, or to recreate the flavors of any world cuisine, you can think of. From here on out, you’ll have the expert advice of some of America’s most imaginative culinarians at your disposal when you want to inspire your own creativity. Whether you’re exploring a new-to-you ingredient or looking for additional ideas for working with an ingredient you’ve cooked a thousand times, you’ll find insightful tips and a plethora of pairings here.




MATCHING FLAVORS


KEY: Flavors mentioned in regular type are pairings suggested by one or more experts.


Those in bold were recommended by a number of experts.


Those in BOLD CAPS were very highly recommended by an even greater number of experts.


Those in *BOLD CAPS with an asterisk (*) are “Holy Grail” pairings that are the most highly recommended by the greatest number of experts.







SEASON: The ingredient’s seasonal peak(s)


TASTE: The ingredient’s primary taste(s), e.g., bitter, salty, sour, sweet


FUNCTION: The ingredient’s intrinsic property, e.g., cooling vs. warming


WEIGHT: The ingredient’s relative density, e.g., from light to heavy


VOLUME: The ingredient’s relative flavor “loudness,” e.g., from quiet to loud


TECHNIQUES: The most commonly used techniques to prepare the ingredient


TIPS: Suggestions for using the ingredient


FLAVOR AFFINITIES: Compatible flavor groups


AVOID: Incompatible flavors







A to Z Listings


A


ACHIOTE SEEDS


ACIDITY (See Sourness)


AFGHAN CUISINE


AFRICAN CUISINE (See also Ethiopian and Moroccan Cuisines)


AFRICAN CUISINE (NORTH) (See also Moroccan Cuisine)


AFRICAN CUISINE (SOUTH)


AFRICAN CUISINE (WEST)


ALLSPICE


ALMOND OIL (See Oil, Almond)


ALMONDS


AMARETTO (sweet almond liqueur)


ANCHOVIES


ANGELICA


ANISE (See also Anise, Star, and Fennel)


ANISE HYSSOP


ANISE, STAR


APPETIZERS


APPLES


APRICOTS—IN GENERAL


APRICOTS, DRIED


ARGENTINIAN CUISINE (See also Latin American Cuisine)


AROMA


ARTICHOKES


ARTICHOKES, JERUSALEM


ARUGULA (See also Lettuces—Bitter Greens and Chicories)


ASIAN CUISINE (See Chinese, Japanese, Vietnamese, etc. Cuisines)


ASPARAGUS


ASPARAGUS, WHITE


ASTRINGENCY


AUSTRALIAN CUISINE


AUSTRIAN CUISINE


AUTUMN


AVOCADO OIL (See Oil, Avocado)


AVOCADOS


B


BACON


BALANCE


BALSAMIC VINEGAR


BANANAS


BARLEY


BASIL (See also Basil, Thai, and Lemon Basil)


BASIL, LEMON (See Lemon Basil)


BASIL, THAI


BASS (See also Bass, Sea, and Bass, Striped)


BASS, BLACK


BASS, SEA


BASS, STRIPED


BAY LEAF


BEANS—IN GENERAL (See also specific beans below


BEANS, BLACK


BEANS, BROAD (See Beans, Fava)


BEANS, BUTTER (See Beans, Lima)


BEANS, CANNELLINI (See also Beans, White)


BEANS, FAVA (aka Broad Beans or Horse Beans)


BEANS, FLAGEOLET


BEANS, GARBANZO


BEANS, GREEN


BEANS, KIDNEY


BEANS, LIMA


BEANS, NAVY


BEANS, PINTO


BEANS, RED


BEANS, WHITE (e.g., Cannellini, Navy)


BEEF—IN GENERAL


BEEF—BRISKET


BEEF—CHEEKS


BEEF—KOBE


BEEF—LOIN (aka shell, sirloin, tenderloin)


BEEF—OXTAILS


BEEF—RIBS


BEEF—ROAST


BEEF—ROUND


BEEF—SHANK


BEEF—SHORT LOIN


BEEF—SHORT RIBS


BEEF—STEAK: IN GENERAL


BEEF—STEAK: CHUCK


BEEF—STEAK: FILET MIGNON (aka Beef Tenderloin)


BEEF—STEAK: FLANK


BEEF—STEAK: HANGER


BEEF—STEAK: RIB EYE


BEEF—STEAK: SKIRT


BEEF—STEAK TARTARE


BEER


BEETS


BELGIAN CUISINE


BELL PEPPERS


BERRIES—IN GENERAL (e.g., Cannellini, Navy)


BITTER DISHES (e.g., greens, barbecue food)


BITTERNESS


BLACKBERRIES


BLACK-EYED PEAS


BLACK PEPPER (See Pepper, Black)


BLUEBERRIES


BLUEFISH


BOK CHOY


BONITO FLAKES, DRIED (See also Tuna)


BOUQUET GARNI


BOURBON (See also Whiskey)


BOYSENBERRIES


BRAISED DISHES


BRAZILIAN CUISINE (See also Latin American Cuisine)


BRINED DISHES


BROCCOLI


BROCCOLINI


BROCCOLI RABE


BRUNCH


BRUSSELS SPROUTS


BULGUR WHEAT


BUTTER, BROWN (aka Beurre Noisette)


BUTTERMILK


BUTTERSCOTCH


C


CABBAGE—IN GENERAL


CABBAGE, NAPA (aka Chinese cabbage)


CABBAGE, RED


CABBAGE, SAVOY


CABERNET SAUVIGNON


CAJUN CUISINE


CALAMARI (See Squid)


CALF’S LIVER (See Liver, Calf’s)


CALVADOS


CANADIAN CUISINE


CANTALOUPE


CANTONESE CUISINE (See Chinese Cuisine)


CAPERS


CARAMEL


CARAWAY SEEDS


CARDAMOM


CARIBBEAN CUISINES


CARROTS


CASHEWS


CATFISH


CAULIFLOWER


CAVIAR


CAYENNE, GROUND


CELERY


CELERY ROOT


CELERY SALT


CELERY SEED


CHAMOMILE


CHAMPAGNE


CHARD (aka Swiss chard)


CHARDONNAY


CHEESE—IN GENERAL (See also specific cheeses)


CHEESE, ASIAGO


CHEESE, AZEITAO


CHEESE, BLUE (See also Gorgonzola, Roquefort, Stilton, etc.)


CHEESE, BRIE


CHEESE, BURRATA


CHEESE, CABRALES


CHEESE, CAMEMBERT


CHEESE, CHEDDAR


CHEESE, COLBY


CHEESE, COMTÉ


CHEESE, COW’S MILK—IN GENERAL


CHEESE, CREAM


CHEESE, EMMENTAL


CHEESE, ÉPOISSES


CHEESE, EXPLORATEUR


CHEESE, FETA


CHEESE, FONTINA


CHEESE, FROMAGE BLANC


CHEESE, GARROTXA


CHEESE, GOAT’S MILK—IN GENERAL


CHEESE, GOAT—FRESH


CHEESE, GORGONZOLA


CHEESE, GOUDA


CHEESE, GRUYÈRE


CHEESE, HOJA SANTA


CHEESE, JACK


CHEESE, MAHON (aged Spanish cheese)


CHEESE, MANCHEGO


CHEESE, MASCARPONE (See Mascarpone)


CHEESE, MONTEREY JACK


CHEESE, MOZZARELLA


CHEESE, MUENSTER


CHEESE, PARMESAN


CHEESE, PECORINO


CHEESE, PIAVE


CHEESE, PROVOLONE


CHEESE, REBLOCHON


CHEESE, RICOTTA


CHEESE, ROQUEFORT


CHEESE, SHEEP’S MILK—IN GENERAL


CHEESE, SPANISH (See Cheese: Cabrales, Manchego)


CHEESE, STILTON


CHEESE, SWISS


CHEESE, TALEGGIO


CHEESE, TRIPLE CRÈME


CHEESE, VACHERIN


CHEESE, VALDEON


CHEESE, VERMONT SHEPHERD


CHERRIES—IN GENERAL


CHERVIL


CHESTNUTS


CHICKEN


CHICKEN LIVERS (See Liver, Chicken)


CHICKPEAS (aka garbanzo beans)


CHICORY (See also Endive; Lettuces—Bitter Greens and Chicories; and Radicchio)


CHILE PEPPERS—IN GENERAL


CHILE PEPPERS, ANAHEIM


CHILE PEPPERS, ANCHO (dried poblanos)


CHILE PEPPERS, CHIPOTLE


CHILE PEPPERS, GUAJILLO


CHILE PEPPERS, HABANERO


CHILE PEPPERS, JALAPEÑO


CHILE PEPPERS, PASILLA


CHILE PEPPERS, PIMENTS D’ESPELETTE


CHILE PEPPERS, POBLANO


CHILE PEPPERS, SERRANO


CHILEAN CUISINE (See also Latin American Cuisines)


CHILI PASTE


CHILI POWDER


CHINESE CUISINE (See also Szechuan Cuisine)


CHINESE FIVE-SPICE POWDER (See Five-Spice Powder)


CHIVES


CHOCOLATE / COCOA—IN GENERAL


CHOCOLATE, WHITE


CHORIZO (See also Sausages) Taste: salty; spicy


CHRISTMAS


CILANTRO


CINNAMON


CITRUS—IN GENERAL (See also Lemons, Limes, Oranges, etc.)


CLAMS


CLOVES


COCONUT AND COCONUT MILK


COD


COD, BLACK


COD, SALT


COFFEE AND ESPRESSO


COGNAC


COLDNESS (of indoor or outdoor temperature; See also Winter)


COLLARD GREENS (See Greens, Collard)


COOLING


CORIANDER


CORN


CORNED BEEF (See Beef—Brisket)


CORNISH GAME HENS


COUSCOUS


COUSCOUS, ISRAELI


CRAB


CRAB, SOFT-SHELL


CRANBERRIES


CRAYFISH (aka crawfish)


CREAM


CREAM CHEESE


CREAM, SOUR (See Sour Cream)


CRÈME FRAÎCHE


CREOLE CUISINE


CRESS (See Watercress)


CUBAN CUISINE


CUCUMBERS


CUMIN


CURRY LEAVES


CURRY POWDER AND SAUCES


CUSTARDS


D


DAIKON


DANDELION GREENS (See Greens, Dandelion)


DATES


DESSERTS


DILL


DUCK


DUCK CONFIT


E


EASTERN EUROPEAN CUISINES


EGGPLANT


EGGS AND EGGBASED DISHES—IN GENERAL


EGGS, FRITTATA


EGGS, HARD-BOILED


ENDIVE


ENDIVE, CURLY (See Frisée)


ENGLISH CUISINE


EPAZOTE


ESCALAR


ESCAROLE


ETHIOPIAN CUISINE


EUROPEAN, EASTERN CUISINES (See Eastern European Cuisines)


F


FALL (See Autumn)


FENNEL


FENNEL POLLEN


FENNEL SEEDS


FENUGREEK


FETA CHEESE (See Cheese, Feta)


FIDDLEHEAD FERNS


FIGS, DRIED


FIGS, FRESH


FILET MIGNON (See Beef—Steak: Filet Mignon)


FINES HERBES


FISH—IN GENERAL (See individual fish; Seafood)


FISH SAUCE


FIVE-SPICE POWDER


FLOUNDER


FOIE GRAS


FRENCH CUISINE—IN GENERAL


FRENCH CUISINE, NORTHERN


FRENCH CUISINE, SOUTHERN (aka Provençal Cuisine)


FRESHNESS


FRISÉE (a fine-leaved variety of curly endive)


FRUIT, DRIED (See also Dates, Figs, Raisins, etc.)


FRUIT, FRESH (See also specific fruits)


FRUIT, TROPICAL (See also specific fruits, e.g., Mangoes, Papayas, Pineapples, etc.)


G


GAME—IN GENERAL (See also Rabbit, Venison)


GARAM MASALA


GARLIC


GEORGIAN CUISINE (RUSSIAN)


GERMAN CUISINE


GIN


GINGER


GINGER, GROUND


GOAT CHEESE (See Cheese, Goat)


GRAPEFRUIT


GRAPES


GREEK CUISINE (See also Mediterranean Cuisines)


GREEN BEANS (See Beans, Green)


GREENS—IN GENERAL (See also specific greens)


GREENS, COLLARD


GREENS, DANDELION


GREENS, KALE (See Kale)


GREENS, MUSTARD


GREENS, SALAD (See also Lettuce, Sorrel, Watercress, etc.)


GREENS, TURNIP


GRILLED DISHES


GRITS


GROUPER


GUAVAS


H


HADDOCK (See Cod)


HALIBUT


HAM


HAM, IBÉRICO


HAM, SERRANO


HAZELNUT OIL (See Oil, Hazelnut)


HAZELNUTS


HERBES DE PROVENCE


HERBS (See specific herbs)


HONEY


HONEY, BLUEBERRY


HONEY, CHESTNUT


HONEY, RASPBERRY


HONEYDEW


HORSERADISH


HOTNESS (of indoor or outdoor temperature; see also Summer)


HUNGARIAN CUISINE


HYSSOP


I


INDIAN CUISINE


INDONESIAN CUISINE


IRANIAN CUISINE (aka Persian Cuisine)


ITALIAN CUISINE—IN GENERAL


ITALIAN CUISINE, NORTHERN


ITALIAN CUISINE, SOUTHERN


J


JAMAICAN CUISINE (See also Caribbean Cuisines)


JAPANESE CUISINE


JICAMA


JUNIPER BERRIES


K


KAFFIR LIMES AND KAFFIR LIME LEAF (See also Lemons, Limes, etc.)


KALE


KIWI FRUIT


KOHLRABI (See also Rutabagas, Turnips)


KOREAN CUISINE


KUMQUATS


L


LAMB—IN GENERAL


LAMB, CHOPS


LATIN AMERICAN CUISINE


LAVENDER


LEEKS


LEGUMES (See Beans, Lentils, Peas, etc.)


LEMONS


LEMONS, MEYER


LEMONS, PRESERVED


LEMON BALM


LEMON BASIL


LEMONGRASS


LEMON THYME


LEMON VERBENA


LENTILS


LETTUCES—IN GENERAL


LETTUCE, BIBB (aka Boston or butter lettuce)


LETTUCES—BITTER GREENS AND CHICORIES (See Arugula, Escarole, Frisée, Radicchio)


LETTUCES—MESCLUN GREENS


LETTUCE, ROMAINE


LIMES


LIMES AND LIME LEAF, KAFFIR (See Kaffir Limes and Kaffir Lime Leaf)


LIVER, CALF’S


LIVER, CHICKEN


LIVER, DUCK OR GOOSE (See Foie Gras)


LOBSTER


LOTUS ROOT


LOVAGE


LUXURIOUS


LYCHEES


M


MACADAMIA NUT OIL (See Oil, Macadamia Nut)


MACADAMIA NUTS


MACE


MÂCHE


MACKEREL


MAHI MAHI


MALT


MANGOES


MAPLE SYRUP


MARJORAM


MASCARPONE


MEATS


MEDITERRANEAN CUISINES (See also French [southern], Italian, Middle Eastern, Moroccan, and Spanish Cuisines)


MELON/MUSKMELONS—IN GENERAL (See also Cantaloupe, Honeydew, etc.)


MENU


MERLOT


MEXICAN CUISINE


MIDDLE EASTERN CUISINE


MINT—IN GENERAL


MINT, DRIED


MINT, PEPPERMINT


MIREPOIX


MISO AND MISO SOUP


MOLASSES


MONKFISH (See also Fish—In General)


MORELS (See Mushrooms, Morels)


MOROCCAN CUISINE


MUSHROOMS—IN GENERAL (See also specific mushrooms)


MUSHROOMS—CHANTERELLES


MUSHROOMS—CREMINI


MUSHROOMS—MATSUTAKE


MUSHROOMS—MORELS


MUSHROOMS—PORCINI / CEPES / KING BOLETE


MUSHROOMS—PORTOBELLO


MUSHROOMS—SHIITAKE


MUSSELS


MUSTARD


MUSTARD GREENS (See Greens, Mustard)


N


NECTARINES (See also Peaches)


NORTH AFRICAN CUISINE (See also Moroccan Cuisine)


NUTMEG


NUTS—IN GENERAL (See also Pecans, Walnuts, etc.)


O


OATMEAL / OATS


OCTOPUS


OIL, ALMOND


OIL, AVOCADO


OIL, CANOLA


OIL, GRAPESEED


OIL, HAZELNUT


OIL, MACADAMIA NUT


OIL, OLIVE (See Olive Oil)


OIL, PEANUT


OIL, PECAN


OIL, PISTACHIO


OIL, PORCINI


OIL, PUMPKIN SEED


OIL, SESAME


OIL, TRUFFLE


OIL, WALNUT


OKRA


OLIVE OIL


OLIVES


OMELETS (See Eggs and Eggbased Dishes)


ONIONS—IN GENERAL


ONIONS, SWEET (e.g., Vidalia)


ORANGES—IN GENERAL


ORANGES, BLOOD


ORANGES, CLEMENTINE (See Oranges, Mandarin)


ORANGES, MANDARIN (includes Clementines and Tangerines)


OREGANO


OXTAILS (See Beef)


OYSTERS


P


PANCETTA


PAPAYAS


PAPRIKA—IN GENERAL


PAPRIKA, SMOKED


PARSLEY


PARSNIPS


PASSION FRUIT


PASTA


PEACHES


PEANUT OIL (See Oil, Peanut)


PEANUTS AND PEANUT BUTTER (See also Nuts—In General)


PEARS


PEAS—IN GENERAL (See also Snap Peas)


PECAN OIL (See Oil, Pecan)


PECANS (See also Nuts—In General)


PEPPER, BLACK


PEPPER, GREEN (as peppercorns)


PEPPER, PINK


PEPPER, RED (See also Cayenne, Ground)


PEPPER, WHITE


PEPPERS, BELL (See Bell Peppers)


PEPPERS, CHILE (See Chile Peppers)


PEPPERS, PEPPADEW


PEPPERS, PIQUILLO (Spanish peppers)


PEPPERS, SPANISH


PERSIMMONS


PHEASANT


PICKLES


PIMENTON (See also Paprika)


PINEAPPLES


PINE NUTS


PINOT NOIR


PIQUANCY


PISTACHIO OIL (See Oil, Pistachio)


PISTACHIOS (See also Nuts—In General)


PLANTAINS, GREEN


PLANTAINS, SWEET


PLUMS


PLUMS, DRIED (aka prunes)


POLENTA


POMEGRANATES


POMEGRANATE MOLASSES


POMELOS (See also Grapefruit)


PONZU SAUCE


POPPY SEEDS


PORK—IN GENERAL


PORK—BACON (See Bacon)


PORK—BELLY


PORK—CHOPS


PORK—HAM (See Ham)


PORK—LOIN


PORK—RIBS


PORK—SAUSAGE (See Sausages)


PORK—SHOULDER


PORK—TENDERLOIN


PORTUGUESE CUISINE


POTATOES


POTATOES, NEW


POULTRY (See Chicken, Turkey, etc.)


PROSCIUTTO


PRUNES (See Plums, Dried)


PUMPKIN (See also Squashes, Winter)


PUMPKIN SEED OIL (See Oil, Pumpkin Seed)


PUMPKIN SEEDS


PURSLANE


Q


QUAIL


QUATRE ÉPICES


QUINCE


R


RABBIT (See also Game—In General)


RADICCHIO


RADISHES


RAISINS


RAMPS (aka wild leeks; see also Leeks, Onions, and Scallions)


RASPBERRIES


RED SNAPPER (See Snapper)


RHUBARB


RICE, WHITE—IN GENERAL


RICE, ARBORIO OR CARNAROLI (aka risotto)


RICE, BASMATI


RICE, CARNAROLI (See Rice, Arborio)


RICE, JASMINE (See Thai Cuisine)


RICE, WILD


RIESLING


ROASTED DISHES


ROMAINE (See Lettuce, Romaine)


ROSE (Hips, Petals, Water)


ROSEMARY


RUM


RUSSIAN CUISINE


RUTABAGAS


S


SAFFRON


SAGE


SAKE


SALADS (See also Lettuces and other vegetables)


SALMON (See also Fish—In General)


SALMON, CURED


SALMON, SMOKED


SALSIFY


SALT—IN GENERAL


SALT, FLEUR DE SEL


SALT, HAWAIIAN


SALT, JAPANESE


SALT, KOSHER


SALT, MALDON


SALT, SEA—COARSE


SALT, SEA—FINE


SALT, SMOKED


SALT, TRUFFLE


SALT, VANILLA


SALTINESS


SARDINES


SAUERKRAUT


SAUSAGES (See also Chorizo)


SAUVIGNON BLANC


SAVORY


SCALLIONS


SCALLOPS


SCANDINAVIAN CUISINE


SCOTCH


SEAFOOD—IN GENERAL (See also specific fish and Shellfish)


SESAME OIL (See Oil, Sesame)


SESAME SEEDS, BLACK


SESAME SEEDS, WHITE


SHALLOTS


SHELLFISH (See also Crab, Lobster, Scallops, Shrimp, etc.)


SHIITAKE MUSHROOMS (See Mushrooms—Shiitakes)


SHISO LEAF


SHORT RIBS (See Beef—Short Ribs)


SHRIMP (See also Shellfish)


SKATE


SLOW-COOKED


SMOKED SALMON (See Salmon, Smoked)


SMOKINESS


SNAP PEAS (aka sugar snap peas)


SNAPPER (aka red snapper)


SOLE


SORREL


SOUR CREAM


SOURNESS


SOUS-VIDE COOKING


SOUTHEAST ASIAN CUISINES


SOUTHERN CUISINE (AMERICAN)


SOUTHWESTERN CUISINE (AMERICAN)


SOY SAUCE


SPANISH CUISINE


SPICES (See also individual spices)


SPINACH (See also Greens—In General)


SPRING


SPROUTS


SQUAB


SQUASH, ACORN (See also Pumpkin; Squash, Butternut; and Squash, Winter)


SQUASH, BUTTERNUT (See also Pumpkin; Squash, Acorn; and Squash, Winter)


SQUASH, KABOCHA (See also Squash, Winter)


SQUASH, SPAGHETTI (See also Squash, Winter)


SQUASH, SUMMER (See also Zucchini)


SQUASH, WINTER (See also Pumpkin; Squash, Acorn; and Squash, Butternut)


SQUASH BLOSSOMS (See Zucchini Blossoms)


SQUID (aka red snapper)


STAR ANISE (See Anise, Star)


STEAK (See Beef)


STRAWBERRIES


STRIPED BASS (See Bass, Striped)


STUFFING


SUGAR


SUGAR, PALM


SUGAR SNAP PEAS (See Snap Peas)


SUMAC


SUMMER


SUNCHOKES (See Artichokes, Jerusalem)


SWEDISH CUISINE


SWEETBREADS


SWEETNESS


SWEET POTATOES


SWISS CHARD (See Chard)


SWORDFISH


SZECHUAN CUISINE (See also Chinese Cuisine)


SZECHUAN PEPPER


T


TAMARIND


TANGERINES (see Oranges, Mandarin)


TARRAGON


TECHNIQUES


TEQUILA


TEX-MEX CUISINE (See Mexican Cuisine, Southwestern Cuisine)


THAI CUISINE


THYME


THYME, LEMON (See Lemon Thyme)


TOFU


TOMATILLOS


TOMATOES


TROUT


TROUT, SMOKED


TRUFFLES, BLACK


TRUFFLES, PACIFIC NORTHWEST


TRUFFLES, WHITE


TUNA


TURBOT


TURKEY


TURKISH CUISINE


TURMERIC


TURNIP GREENS (See Greens, Turnip)


TURNIPS


U


UMAMI


V


VANILLA


VEAL—IN GENERAL


VEAL—BREAST


VEAL—CHEEKS


VEAL—CHOP


VEAL—LOIN


VEAL—SHANKS


VEAL—TENDERLOIN


VEGETABLES (See specific vegetables)


VEGETABLES, ROOT (See specific root vegetables, e.g., Carrots)


VEGETARIAN DISHES


VENISON


VERJUS


VIETNAMESE CUISINE


VINEGAR—IN GENERAL


VINEGAR, BALSAMIC


VINEGAR, BANYULS


VINEGAR, CABERNET SAUVIGNON


VINEGAR, CHAMPAGNE


VINEGAR, CHARDONNAY


VINEGAR, CIDER


VINEGAR, FRUIT


VINEGAR, ICE WINE


VINEGAR, MALT


VINEGAR, RED WINE


VINEGAR, RICE WINE


VINEGAR, SHERRY


VINEGAR, TARRAGON (herb-flavored vinegar)


VINEGAR, VINCOTTO (Cooked Wine)


VINEGAR, WHITE WINE


VODKA


W


WALNUT OIL (See Oil, Walnut)


WALNUTS (See also Nuts—In General)


WARMING


WASABI


WATER CHESTNUTS


WATERCRESS


WATERMELON


WHISKEY (See also Bourbon)


WILD RICE (See Rice, Wild)


WINE (See individual varietals)


WINTER


Y


YAMS (See Sweet Potatoes)


YOGURT


YUZU FRUIT


Z


ZUCCHINI (See also Summer Squash)


ZUCCHINI BLOSSOMS (See also Zucchini)





ACHIOTE SEEDS





beef


chicken


chiles


citrus (e.g., sour orange)


fish


game birds (e.g., duck, quail)


garlic


Mexican cuisine, esp. Yucatán oil


pork


shellfish, e.g., lobster, shrimp


shrimp





Flavor Affinities


achiote + pork + sour orange







ACIDITY


(See Sourness)






AFGHAN CUISINE




almonds

barley

breads

cardamom

chile pepper

cinnamon

cloves

coriander

cucumber

cumin

dill

fennel

fruits, esp. dried

ginger

grapes

kebabs

lamb

mint

mushrooms

nuts, e.g., almonds

pasta

rice, basmati

sesame

tomatoes and tomato sauce

turmeric

yogurt




Flavor Affinities




almonds + cardamom + sugar

cucumber + mint + yogurt








AFRICAN CUISINE


(See also Ethiopian and Moroccan Cuisines)




bananas

bell peppers

braised dishes

chicken

chile peppers, esp. West African

coconuts

corn

fish, esp. coastal

fruits, esp. tropical

garlic

goat

greens, esp. steamed or stewed

mangoes

melons

okra

onions

papayas

peanuts

peas, esp. black-eyed

plantains

soups

stews, esp. meat or vegetable

sweet potatoes

tomatoes

watermelon

yams, esp. West African








AFRICAN CUISINE (NORTH)


(See also Moroccan Cuisine)




bell peppers

braised dishes

chicken

chickpeas

couscous

cucumbers

cumin

eggplant

fish

garlic

lamb

mint

parsley

rice

stewed dishes

tomatoes

wheat




Flavor Affinities




cumin + garlic + mint, esp. Northeast Africa








AFRICAN CUISINE (SOUTH)




beans

carrots

chile peppers

cinnamon

cloves

fenugreek

garlic

ginger

lamb

onions

peas

pumpkin

stews

tomatoes

turmeric




Flavor Affinities




lamb + chile peppers + garlic + onions








AFRICAN CUISINE (WEST)




bananas

bell peppers

braised dishes

chicken

chile peppers

corn

goat

mangoes

okra

papayas

peanuts

plantains

rice

soups

stewed dishes

sweet potatoes

tomatoes

wheat

yams


Flavor Affinities


chile peppers + peanuts + tomatoes








ALLSPICE


Season: autumn–winter


Taste: sweet


Weight: medium


Volume: loud


Tips: Add early in cooking.




apples

baked goods

beans

BEEF, esp. braised, corned, grilled, ground, raw, roasted, or stewed

beets

breads, esp. breakfast

cabbage

cakes

Caribbean cuisine

carrots

chicken (e.g., Jamaican style)

chickpeas

chile peppers

cinnamon

cloves

cookies

coriander

currants, esp. black

curries and curry powder

Eastern Mediterranean cuisine

eggplant

English cuisine

fish, esp. grilled

fruits, fruit compotes, and jams

game and game birds (e.g., quail)

garlic

ginger

goat

grains

ham

herring, pickled

Indian cuisine

JAMAICAN CUISINE (e.g., jerk dishes)

ketchup

lamb

mace

MEATS, red, esp. braised, grilled, or roasted

Mexican cuisine

Middle Eastern cuisine

mushrooms

mustard

North American cuisine

nutmeg

nuts

onions

pepper, black

pies

pineapple

pork

PUMPKIN

rabbit

rice

rosemary

salsas and sauces

sauerkraut

sausages

soups

spiced cakes

spinach

squash, winter

stews

stocks and broths, chicken

sweet potatoes

thyme

tomatoes

turnips

vegetables, esp. root

West Indies cuisine




Flavor Affinities




allspice + beef + onions

allspice + garlic + pork







In Jamaica, allspice is their pepper. It’s fruitier than black peppercorns. I think it’s especially nice with braised and roasted meats.

—BRADFORD THOMPSON, MARY ELAINE’S AT THE PHOENICIAN (SCOTTSDALE, ARIZONA)






ALMOND OIL


(See Oil, Almond)






ALMONDS


Taste: sweet


Botanical relatives: peaches


Function: warming
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