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Eating with the fullest pleasure—pleasure, that is, that does not depend on ignorance—is perhaps the profoundest enactment of our connection with the world.


WENDELL BERRY
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THE BROOKLYN RUSTIC WAY


WITH THE RIGHT APPROACH, anyone can turn an average meal into an inspired one. That’s what this book offers: a straightforward way of cooking that makes your food more flavorful and your time at the market and in the kitchen more rewarding.


I call my approach “Brooklyn Rustic” because it mixes country simplicity with urban complexity. If you’re like me, you love the food that you’re familiar with, but you seek a little adventure in your life. My recipes show you how to begin with familiar ingredients and dishes and easily make them intriguing with the hint of something new, fresh, or different that’s often right under your nose. This is old-world cooking that comes to life with modern ingredients.


I cook this way in Brooklyn, but you can and should cook this food anywhere. These recipes are built on staples that are available nationwide and use simple techniques that anyone can master. (If you want proof in a single recipe, try my tomato salad here.) I tested them in my home kitchen using modest equipment, and backed those tests up with the experiences of friends and family.


I also include practical tips on approach, technique, and presentation to give you confidence, as well as essays about why I make the choices I do. Simple habits like shopping thoughtfully, taking a minute to finish a dish, or setting up your kitchen in a sensible way can make a big difference in your food and how much fun you have preparing it.


Because cooking and eating are so central to our lives, I also encourage you to think about the role of food in your world. For me, cooking the Brooklyn Rustic way actually means living the Brooklyn Rustic way: finding ways to listen to the rhythms of the natural world amid the tumult of a big city. That juxtaposition feeds me creatively and generates energy and ideas.


I’ve cooked in four-star kitchens and over campfires in the woods. What makes a great meal is not technique or formality. It’s the experience of sharing something handmade and witnessing the pleasure it brings. This is why I cook. With this book I return to the true purpose of preparing a meal: to fill your belly and to give something you created to people you love.
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THE STORY OF JAMES


When I moved to the Prospect Heights neighborhood of Brooklyn in the mid-1990s, I thought Brooklyn was where you lived only if you couldn’t afford Manhattan, not a destination of its own. I was wrong. Brooklyn has always had an attitude of independence, and exploded with a community of artists, craftsmen, and chefs seeking relief from the formality and expense of Manhattan.


I landed here after traveling around as a culinary journeyman, living out of my backpack as I bounced from the city to the countryside. I loved how the beauty and tempo of bucolic life contrasted with the energy and diversity of the city. As a cook in Manhattan, I didn’t get to experience big skies and fresh air, but I soon discovered Brooklyn was a mash-up of those urban and rustic pleasures.


Around the same time, talented chefs began drawing attention to unique nooks on unheard-of avenues in Brooklyn. Untethered from high rents and demanding investors, they found the freedom to cook what they wanted. Farmers’ markets sprang up. Community and rooftop gardens sprouted in industrial neighborhoods. The pioneer spirit took root.


My moment came when the restaurant I was living above went up for sale. I knew it was time. (It had been a bodega with bulletproof glass surrounding the cash register a few years earlier.) I had opened restaurants before, but with deep-pocketed investors, veteran restaurateurs, and teams of experts. This time it had to be mom-and-pop style—personal and hands-on. It was a daunting undertaking. But one day, poking around the new space, I discovered an original tin ceiling from the turn of the century hidden under a cheap drop ceiling. It was perfectly preserved, and at that point I knew everything was going to be all right.


James opened on June 15, 2008. It is named after my great-grandfather, who was a chef at the turn of the twentieth century in New York, around the time our building was erected. We were busy from the first day. Guests felt all the hands-on attention my business partner, Deborah Williamson, and I put into James, and they seemed to like what we had done. It felt personal and genuine. That’s the reason why people cherish little corner neighborhood restaurants all over the world, and the reason why our kind of Brooklyn restaurant has become so popular.


Three months after we opened, Lehman Brothers filed for bankruptcy and business began to dwindle along with the economy. The most impressive dishes became the ones that weren’t selling. I realized, with Deborah’s help, that the kind of food I liked—the dishes that could be eaten frequently and enjoyed consistently—was selling the most, not the “special-occasion” dishes that I thought I had to cook.


As the economy spiraled downward, our real customers emerged. They wanted thoughtful, uncomplicated food made from quality ingredients and served in a comfortable atmosphere. To accommodate their tastes and wallets without skimping on quality, I had to ask myself hard questions. What if I use a less expensive cut of meat? Does this dish really need two sauces? Am I showcasing the ingredients or obscuring them?


My strategy shifted from what I should add to the plate to what I should take off.


HOW WE EAT IS WHO WE ARE


Simpler food means fewer cooks, fewer ingredients, and lower costs. Fewer ingredients means less waste and a more efficient kitchen. We could charge less without sacrificing quality and have more money to buy better ingredients. It was a good scenario.


Many small businesses in Brooklyn grew with the same approach. Thoughtful, handmade products emerged from independent entrepreneurs who wanted to live their own lives and do things their own way. Everything from pickles to clothing appeared: handcrafted, sustainable, owner-operated, and personal. A diverse but definitive style was born, more of an attitude than a single specific approach. That’s Brooklyn Rustic, and it’s how I cook and live.


This way of cooking has taught me to embrace diversity and express my values through the choices I make. What we eat, where we shop, and how we cook are daily experiences that define who we are and what we believe. Witnessing and encouraging the beauty in our communities gives a reprieve from the stress of modern life. For me, it all starts with food. Respecting simplicity in ingredients and craftsmanship allows us to experience wonder at our surroundings—whatever and wherever they might be.
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VEGETABLES
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GROWING
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A Cook’s Garden





With only a little effort, you can grow key ingredients that make a big difference.




It is incredibly difficult to grow most of your own food. I know—I tried it one summer in a 3,000-square-foot garden in the southern Berkshires. I worked 12 hours a day, 7 days a week—and was only moderately successful. I had a blast, but not much time for anything else.


You don’t need to go to that extreme to reap the benefits of a cook’s garden. Whether yours sits on a small windowsill or roams across a huge backyard, the best investment of your space, funds, and time is in culinary herbs and aromatic plants.


Hardy herbs




Anise hyssop


Bay leaf


Lemon balm


Lemongrass


Lemon thyme


Lemon verbena


Lovage


Mexican tarragon


Mint (all varieties)


Rosemary


Sage


Sweet marjoram


Thyme




Less hardy, but easy to grow




Basil (all varieties)


Chervil


Chives


Cilantro


Culantro


Dill


French tarragon


Nasturtium leaves and flowers


Parsley


Sorrel


Summer savory


Tarragon




Vegetables




Bronze fennel


Celery


Cherry tomatoes


Green onions


Kale


Mushrooms


Radishes


Peppers (small varieties)


Vietnamese garlic chives




I’ve learned the hard way that some things are better left to the farmers. A constant supply of fresh-picked lemon thyme will go a lot further in your recipes than a head of lettuce, and it’s a lot easier to grow. And if you’ve ever bought a bunch of fresh herbs, used only a few springs, and watched the rest of the bunch go brown, then you already see the benefit of picking only what you need, when you need it.


Herbs can be dried and stored, and if you live in a cold climate, there are perennial varieties you can bring indoors for the winter, like rosemary, thyme, and sage. (I have the most success with organic seedlings, which I buy at the farmers’ market or online.)


Even if you think you don’t have the space, look around. One neighbor kept a bunch of old toilets on the stoop filled with herbs and vegetables! I rummage through junk to find treasures to transform into plant containers. Just make sure the material is safe to use—you don’t want to grow herbs in a lead bucket—and if you’re using a backyard plot, test the soil for contaminants (see Buying, here).
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Try something really different and grow your own mushrooms. Many different home-growing mushroom kits and spores are available. I’ve had the most success with shiitakes and oyster mushrooms. They can be grown indoors, or outside under the right conditions, and a healthy colony can produce multiple crops. Your home-grown mushrooms can be eaten fresh or dried and stored for long periods of time.


Grow something. Experiencing an ingredient’s journey from seed to plate will make you appreciate food in a new way.


HANDLING FRESH HERBS


The best way to preserve the flavor and longevity of fresh herbs is to store them the way they grow on the plant: leaves up, stems down, with a little space to breathe. I keep them in recycled glass jars sealed with airtight lids. If the herbs are freshly picked, extra moisture hastens decay. But if the herbs seem thirsty, place a damp paper towel in the bottom of the jar. If they are wilted when you bring them home, give them a quick rinse in very cold water and shake off any excess moisture—or better yet, find a purveyor with fresher produce.


CUTTING HERBS


Cutting herbs properly is essential to preserving their delicate flavor and vibrant appearance. Chiffonade, a French term translating to “little ribbons,” is the ideal way to cut delicate leafy herbs. Instead of chopping and pounding the poor plants into the cutting board with your knife, loosely roll and slice them into fine ribbons. This way of cutting herbs and leafy greens makes the difference between bruised, crushed leaves that deteriorate quickly and attractive green ribbons that hold up over time. Using a sharp knife and slicing away from you puts less weight on the leaves and doesn’t bruise them like chopping up and down will.
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PRESERVING HERBS


Plants, including herbs, grow at their own pace. Sometimes I’m fortunate enough to grow a large crop during the summer and fall. To preserve them for the seasons ahead, I employ two approaches: dry and wet.


For hardy herbs like rosemary, sage, and thyme, drying works well and the strong flavors hold up over time. Trim the branches and hang them leaves down, branches not touching, in a dark, cool, dry place with good ventilation for a few days. Make sure they are completely dry to avoid molding. Remove the leaves and store them in airtight jars. Toss the dried stems on the barbecue for a little extra smoky flavor.


For delicate herbs like basil, mint, parsley, and cilantro, I make oil-based sauces like chimichurri (here), pistou (here), and pesto (here) and freeze them in small batches. The oil captures their taste and aroma and will keep for a few months in the freezer.


Infusing vinegars with herbs is another quick way to capture their flavors. Fully submerge a few fresh herb sprigs in a sealed bottle of vinegar, and the vinegar will take on the flavors of the herbs in a few days. The herbs must always be fully submerged in the vinegar to prevent them from molding. Use delicate herbs (basil, cilantro, French tarragon, lemon thyme) with lighter vinegars like white wine or rice vinegar, and robust herbs (rosemary, sage, thyme) with stronger vinegars like sherry, red wine, or balsamic vinegar. You can also use leftover wine in place of vinegar to make a cooking wine that’s great for pan sauces. [image: image]
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SHALLOT-HERB PISTOU



MAKES ABOUT 2 CUPS · ACTIVE: 20 MIN · TOTAL: 20 MIN




PISTOU IS PESTO’S COUSIN, minus the pine nuts. Any combination of herbs works here, so I usually head out to my herb garden and snip a few handfuls of whatever is available. It’s not a make-it-or-break-it step, but I blanch the herbs before blending them. That step preserves their vibrant green color that could otherwise turn brown from the acid in the tomatoes and lemon juice. Stir pistou into soups, toss it into a salad or pasta, or spread it on toasted bread for sandwiches.







1 cup lightly packed fresh basil leaves


1 cup lightly packed fresh chervil leaves


2 teaspoons fresh tarragon leaves


1 cup extra-virgin olive oil, chilled, plus 1 tablespoon


1 teaspoon fine sea salt


Freshly ground black pepper


1 shallot, finely diced


1 plum tomato, seeds removed and diced


Small pinch of red pepper flakes


Finely grated zest and juice of 1 lemon









Chill the blender container in the freezer for a few minutes. (You can use a food processor, but I prefer a blender when working with only a cup or two.) Meanwhile, bring a pot of salted water to a boil, and prepare a medium bowl of ice water.


Add the basil, chervil, and tarragon to the boiling water for 10 seconds. Drain the herbs into a small strainer and dunk it into the ice water for 10 seconds. Lift the strainer out and squeeze any excess water out of the herbs.


In the cold blender, blend the herbs, the 1 cup olive oil, the salt, and two turns of black pepper on high speed until the herbs are finely minced, stopping to scrape down the sides with a spatula if necessary.


Pour into a glass bowl and stir in the shallot, tomato, and red pepper flakes until well combined. Stir in the lemon zest and juice. Cover the top with the remaining 1 tablespoon olive oil to prevent the surface from discoloring. Refrigerate in an airtight container for up to 4 days. (If not using right away, wait to stir in the lemon zest and juice until right before using.)











 





SWEET MARJORAM CHIMICHURRI



MAKES ABOUT 2 CUPS · ACTIVE: 15 MIN · TOTAL: 30 MIN




EASY-TO-GROW SWEET MARJORAM IS similar to oregano, but it has a milder sweet flavor and subtle spiciness. Paired with fresh parsley, it makes a bold, tangy chimichurri that’s great for seared meats and grilled vegetables. Put out a bowl of the chunky sauce at your next barbecue and slather it on everything.







2 tablespoons sherry vinegar


1 tablespoon honey


½ cup extra-virgin olive oil


2 garlic cloves, minced


1 small shallot, finely chopped


1 fresh or pickled jalapeño, seeds removed and finely chopped


¼ teaspoon sweet paprika


¾ teaspoon fine sea salt


Freshly ground black pepper


¼ cup lightly packed fresh sweet marjoram leaves, finely chopped


1 teaspoon fresh thyme or lemon thyme, finely chopped


1½ cups lightly packed fresh flat-leaf parsley, cut into ribbons









In a bowl, whisk together the vinegar, honey, olive oil, garlic, shallot, jalapeño, paprika, salt and two turns of pepper. Stir in the marjoram, thyme, and parsley and let sit for 15 minutes to allow the herb flavor to intensify. Taste and adjust the seasoning as needed. Refrigerate in an airtight container for up to 4 days, or freeze for up to 2 weeks.











 





LIME-CILANTRO BUTTER



MAKES ABOUT ½ CUP · ACTIVE: 15 MIN · TOTAL: 1 HR 45 MIN




THIS BRIGHT, ZESTY COMPOUND butter is every grilled vegetable’s dream, especially corn on the cob. Use it to pump up steak, rub on roasted chicken, or sauté shrimp.







1 stick (8 tablespoons) unsalted butter, softened


¼ teaspoon finely grated lime zest


1 tablespoon freshly squeezed lime juice


1 tablespoon chopped fresh flat-leaf parsley


1 tablespoon chopped fresh cilantro


½ teaspoon fine sea salt


½ teaspoon crushed pink peppercorns









Using a fork or the back of a spoon, smash together all of the ingredients in a bowl until evenly combined. Drop the butter onto an 8 x 11-inch sheet of parchment paper and shape it into a log about 6 inches long. Wrap it tightly and twist the ends. Refrigerate until firm, at least 1 hour and 30 minutes. It will keep in the refrigerator for up to 5 days or in the freezer for up to 2 weeks. If freezing, wrap a layer of plastic wrap around the parchment paper.











 





BUTTERY LEMON-BASIL PESTO



MAKES ABOUT 1 CUP · ACTIVE: 15 MIN · TOTAL: 15 MIN




SEVERAL FRESH BASIL VARIETIES are available at most farmers’ markets in the summer—cinnamon basil, Genovese basil, Thai basil, purple basil, and others. They range from sweet to spicy, intense to lightly floral, and give you countless ways to switch up a classic pesto recipe. I like to add lemon basil for a citrusy dimension. If you don’t grow it and can’t find it, just double the amount of bright, floral Genovese basil, which is similar to the regular Italian sweet basil readily available at most grocery stores. If you’re wondering why there’s butter here… well, why not? It adds creaminess and richness for an extra decadent pesto.







1 cup lightly packed fresh lemon basil leaves


1 cup lightly packed fresh basil leaves


½ cup extra-virgin olive oil, chilled, plus 1 tablespoon


2 tablespoons pine nuts, toasted


2 garlic cloves, smashed


3 tablespoons unsalted butter, softened


1 teaspoon fine sea salt


¾ cup freshly grated Parmigiano-Reggiano









Chill the blender container in the freezer for a few minutes.


In the cold blender, puree both types of basil, the ½ cup olive oil, the pine nuts, garlic, butter, and salt on high speed until smooth, scraping down the sides with a spatula if necessary. This should take only a minute or two. Be sure not to run the blender for too long, so the pesto doesn’t heat up.


Pour into a glass bowl and stir in the cheese. Cover the top with the remaining 1 tablespoon olive oil to prevent the surface from discoloring. Cover with an airtight lid and refrigerate for up to 4 days.
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CHIVE OIL



MAKES ABOUT 1 CUP · ACTIVE: 15 MIN · TOTAL: 1 HR 15 MIN




I REACH FOR THIS bright green finishing oil to drizzle on soups, toss into salads, or add color to a serving plate. It adds a subtle chive flavor, not a knock-you-over-the head onion pungency, so it works in a lot of contexts. If you grow chives, make a few batches and freeze the oil in ice cube trays.







1 cup extra-virgin olive oil


1 bunch chives, finely chopped


Pinch of fine sea salt









In a small pot, heat the olive oil, chives, and salt over high heat until the oil starts to bubble a little, about 2 minutes. Immediately transfer the mixture to a blender and blend on high speed for 2 minutes. Pour into a small glass bowl and chill for at least 1 hour and up to 1 day (if chilling for more than an hour, cover it with plastic wrap after it cools).


Strain through a fine-mesh sieve set over a bowl. Refrigerate the oil for up to 1 week, or freeze for up to 1 month.
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PRESERVING
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A Pantry Full of Mason Jars



If you want a great local tomato in January, you’re not going to get it at the grocery store. That’s where preserving—the process of locking in the flavors of ingredients at their peak to enjoy them in the future—comes in.


I cook preserves to rediscover the natural rhythms of the seasons and avoid the tasteless ingredients we see all year in the supermarkets. In this era of convenient plastic-wrapped food, it is deeply gratifying to open up your pantry door to shelves of colorful glass jars—a treasure of homemade provisions to rely on. When it’s cold and dreary outside, you won’t get the bright acidic-sweet hit of summer from a pale supermarket tomato that tastes like a tennis ball. But you’ll love pulling a jar of home-canned tomatoes from your shelf.


Pickled, preserved, and fermented products have become a trademark of the Brooklyn food scene, where cooks and artisans embrace the traditions established here by new immigrants centuries ago. Preservation was a necessity before refrigerated transportation and seasonless food. Today, choosing to preserve the old-fashioned way is an act of respect that showcases the best qualities of ingredients. The goal is to take advantage of ripe fruits and vegetables when they are in abundance. Most of the food we cook at home is eaten right away, but preserving slows things down. It forces us to patiently wait for flavors to develop in Mother Nature’s own good time.


There are several methods for easy home preservation, and all involve heat or acid and creating an airtight seal. Because you’re extending the usable life of food, it’s essential to do this properly. Otherwise, you can waste a lot of time or even make yourself sick. At the height of summer, invest in some canning equipment and a book that shows you how to do it (there are plenty of great ones). Producing your first Mason jars of preserves will be a good afternoon of work, but once you taste the first fruits of your labor, you’ll be hooked. [image: image]
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CHILLED WATERMELON AND LEMON VERBENA SOUP



SERVES 4 TO 6 · ACTIVE: 30 MIN · TOTAL: 2 HR 30 MIN




CHILLED FRUIT SOUPS ARE a refreshing way to conclude a meal. This version showcases fresh watermelon in three different textures, but to simplify it you can skip the frozen, shaved watermelon granita, or make it the day before. If you do freeze the watermelon ahead of time, move it to the refrigerator half an hour before you scrape it, to soften the ice. Lemon verbena is key here—it has all the flavor and fragrance of lemons without any of their acidity.







1 ripe seedless watermelon (about 5 pounds), flesh cut into ¼-inch cubes


¼ cup fresh lemon verbena leaves, plus 4 leaves for garnish


¼ cup light floral honey, such as acacia


Finely grated zest and juice of 2 limes


1 teaspoon extra-virgin olive oil, preferably a young, fruity variety









Select the firmest, most perfectly square cubes (about one-third of the total watermelon), place them in a bowl, and chill in the refrigerator.


Add half of the remaining cubed watermelon to a blender along with the lemon verbena and blend until smooth. Pour into a bowl and chill in the refrigerator.


Add the remaining half of the cubed watermelon to the blender with the honey, lime zest, and lime juice and puree. Pour into a shallow glass or nonreactive casserole dish and freeze until frozen, 2 to 4 hours.


To serve, divide the reserved chilled watermelon cubes evenly among four chilled soup bowls. Pour the chilled watermelon–lemon verbena soup over the cubes.


Using a fork, scrape the frozen watermelon mixture back and forth in different directions until a rough sorbet-like texture is created. Scoop a dollop of watermelon ice into each bowl and drizzle ¼ teaspoon olive oil in the center. Garnish with a lemon verbena leaf and serve immediately.
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GREENS
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BITTER GREENS





with Dates, Sesame, and Warm Goat Cheese





SERVES 4 TO 6 · ACTIVE: 20 MIN · TOTAL: 20 MIN




BITTER GREENS LIKE ARUGULA, radicchio, chicory, and endive are every bit as salad-friendly as spinach once you know how to handle their pungent, peppery bite. A little sweetness in the form of a date-based vinaigrette takes the edge off, and a few rounds of pan-fried goat cheese further soften the greens’ assertiveness and bring all the rich flavors together.







8 pitted Medjool dates


1 large egg white


Fine sea salt


1 cup bread crumbs, preferably panko (Japanese-style bread crumbs)


2 tablespoons chopped fresh chives


½ cup sesame seeds, toasted


Freshly ground black pepper


1 (8-ounce) log goat cheese, cut into 8 rounds


6 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil


3 tablespoons toasted sesame oil


¼ cup sherry vinegar


¼ cup freshly squeezed orange juice


Freshly ground black pepper


2 bunches arugula, large stems removed and leaves coarsely chopped (about 3 cups)


1 medium head radicchio, quartered lengthwise and thinly sliced (about 2 cups)


2 heads Belgian endive, ends trimmed and leaves thinly sliced (about 2 cups)









Cut the dates into small pieces and soak them in warm water to cover for 10 minutes.


Lightly whisk the egg white with 1 tablespoon cold water and a pinch of salt.


In a shallow dish, combine the bread crumbs, 1 tablespoon of the chives, 2 tablespoons of the sesame seeds, a pinch of salt, and two turns of black pepper.


Dip the goat cheese rounds in the egg whites, then dredge in the bread crumb mixture, thoroughly coating each piece. Refrigerate the breaded cheese for at least 15 minutes so that the cheese firms up.


Drain the date pieces and add them to a blender along with 3 tablespoons of the olive oil, the sesame oil, sherry vinegar, orange juice, and ¼ cup of the sesame seeds. Blend until a smooth, fairly thick vinaigrette forms, about 3 minutes. Season with salt and pepper to taste.


In a large sauté pan, heat the remaining 3 tablespoons olive oil over medium heat. Add the cheese rounds and brown on each side for about 1 minute. Transfer them to a paper towel–lined plate to soak up any excess oil.


In a large serving bowl, toss the arugula, radicchio, endive, remaining 2 tablespoons sesame seeds, and remaining 1 tablespoon chives with the vinaigrette until everything is coated. Top the salad with the warm goat cheese rounds and serve.
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BABY SPINACH SALAD





with Mushrooms and Pine Nuts





SERVES 4 · ACTIVE: 15 MIN · TOTAL: 15 MIN




THE BEST TIME FOR baby spinach is the spring and fall, when the weather is cool and the leaves are the most tender. Thanks to the shiitakes, Parmigiano, and roasted onions, this salad can be a meal in itself—but it’s never a bad idea to throw in a little bacon or to top it with a poached egg.







¼ cup pine nuts


Fine sea salt


1 tablespoon extra-virgin olive oil


6 ounces shiitake mushrooms, stemmed and thinly sliced


1 teaspoon finely chopped fresh lemon thyme


Freshly ground black pepper


10 ounces baby spinach, stemmed


¼ cup freshly grated Parmigiano-Reggiano


1 teaspoon finely grated lemon zest


2 tablespoons Balsamic Vinaigrette (here)


8 small pieces Cipollini Onion Brûlée with Balsamic Vinegar and Rosemary (here)









Toast the pine nuts in a dry skillet over medium heat, stirring, until they’re light brown, 3 to 5 minutes. Lightly season with salt and transfer to a small bowl.


In the same skillet, heat the olive oil over medium heat and cook the mushrooms until lightly tender, about 3 minutes. Stir in the thyme, a pinch of salt, and two turns of black pepper.


In a large salad bowl, toss together the spinach, mushrooms, cheese, toasted pine nuts, and lemon zest. Add the balsamic vinaigrette and toss. Garnish with the cipollini onions.











 





GRILLED RADICCHIO





with Anchovy Cream





SERVES 4 TO 6 · ACTIVE: 20 MIN · TOTAL: 30 MIN




NEXT TIME YOU BARBECUE, toss some radicchio on the grill. Its sturdy, reddish purple leaves grill beautifully, becoming tender and less bitter. Anchovies, which contribute bold umami flavor with little effort from you, stand up to bitterness of the radicchio. The sweet-and-sour notes of the balsamic vinegar make this powerhouse of flavor well suited to the smoky char of the barbecue.







4 oil-packed anchovies


⅓ cup sour cream


1 tablespoon finely grated Parmigiano-Reggiano


1 tablespoon freshly squeezed lemon juice


1 teaspoon Roasted Garlic Puree (here), or ½ teaspoon chopped garlic


3 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil


Fine sea salt


4 small heads radicchio


Fresh black pepper


1 to 2 tablespoons Balsamic Reduction (here; optional)









Prepare a hot grill and oil the grill rack.


Combine the anchovies, sour cream, cheese, lemon juice, garlic puree, 1 tablespoon of the olive oil, and salt to taste in a blender and puree until smooth, about 1 minute.


Remove any loose outer leaves from the radicchio heads and line a serving platter with them. Cut the heads into quarters lengthwise, keeping the stem intact so the wedges hold together.


In a large bowl, gently toss the wedges with the remaining 2 tablespoons olive oil and salt and pepper to taste. Grill both sides of the radicchio until slightly charred and tender, 2 to 4 minutes per side. Transfer to the serving platter and drizzle with the anchovy cream and balsamic reduction, if using.











 





MELTED ROMAINE



SERVES 4 TO 6 · ACTIVE: 5 MIN · TOTAL: 15 MIN




THE ROOTS OF THIS recipe are from the famed New York restaurant Delmonico’s, which ruled the city’s culinary scene in the 1800s. They treated lettuce as they did everything else back in the day: as a vehicle for butter. While I’ve lightened it up, this is still a luscious way to dig in to some greens. For the full effect, serve the romaine wedges intact in the dish they were baked in. You can also make this on a hot grill—just brush the lettuce with melted butter first and grill for a few minutes on each side.







4 tablespoons unsalted butter, cubed


2 medium heads romaine lettuce


Fine sea salt


½ cup finely grated aged Gruyère cheese or Parmigiano-Reggiano


2 tablespoons chopped fresh chives


1 tablespoon capers, rinsed and finely chopped


1 tablespoon finely grated lemon zest


2 teaspoons freshly squeezed lemon juice


Freshly ground black pepper









Preheat the oven to 425°F.


Put the butter in a large cast-iron griddle or roasting pan and place in the oven until the butter starts to foam, about 5 minutes.


While the butter is melting, remove any tough outer leaves from the heads of lettuce and slice off any brown parts from the root ends. Quarter the heads of lettuce lengthwise, keeping the root intact so the long wedges stay together. Season both sides of the lettuce wedges with salt to taste.


Arrange the lettuce cut side down in one layer in the pan and bake for 5 minutes. Turn the wedges cut side up and continue cooking until the lettuce wilts and the butter slightly browns, about 5 more minutes. Remove from the oven. Sprinkle with the cheese, chives, capers, lemon zest, juice, and four turns of black pepper. Serve immediately.
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CONNECTING
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You Are Not Alone





When one tugs at a single thing in nature, he finds it attached to the rest of the world.


JOHN MUIR




Cooking is just one event of many that contributes to creating food.


The success of what you cook is affected by its relationship to everything involved in it: the soil it grew in, the grass an animal ate, the person who picked the vegetables, the sun, your mood, the cookware you use, the plate you present it on, and the environment you serve it in. We are all pieces of a large ecology: Each small piece related to the others makes the whole. The process of developing flavor starts long before you have the ingredient in your kitchen. Making a connection to the source of the food you eat makes the act of cooking more meaningful, and can be a way to re-center your view of the world.


When I started to grow a lot of my own vegetables, I learned patience and humility. There was no other option. I had to accept the wildness of my garden: No matter how much effort I exert, I have limited control. The journey an ingredient takes to get to your plate—growth, harvest, transport—affects the flavor and success of the dish being prepared.


I know the farmers who grew the tomatoes in the salad that The New York Times food critic liked so much (Jeffrey Frank and Kirstin Illick from Liberty Gardens), and I feel like they did most of the work. Cultivating awareness and respect of where your food comes from and connecting with that source is key.


Do you have to commit all your time to this? No—but try it one meal at a time. You’ll improve what you eat, and that change may lead to other changes, because food is one big part of the ecology of our lives. If you ever feel disconnected, uncentered, out of whack, look at what you’re eating. Maybe you can bring yourself back to center by connecting what you eat with who you are—or who you want to be. I want to be empathetic, thoughtful, respectful, full of love, and connected to the world around me. The choices I make about what to cook and eat are a part of who I am.


Fostering these relationships doesn’t need to be difficult. You don’t have to grow your own food, visit the farm, or know the farmer. Be realistic and patient. Start with one potted herb on your windowsill. When you shop at the supermarket, check to see if their policies are in line with your needs and beliefs. Get to know a little about whom you buy your food from, whether it is a national chain or the farmer down the road. This act rebuilds your connection with what you eat. That connection creates love and respect for food, and that respect makes you a more thoughtful and successful cook. [image: image]
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CUCUMBER
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SAUTÉED CUCUMBERS





with Spearmint, Cilantro, and Lime





SERVES 4 TO 6 · ACTIVE: 15 MIN · TOTAL: 15 MIN




I LIKE TO TAKE an uncommon approach to common vegetables because it often opens up culinary possibilities. I also explore the cuisines of other cultures to get a different point of view on familiar ingredients. We eat cucumbers raw or pickled almost all the time, but here I sauté them, as is more common in Asian cuisine.


This is a quick way to make cucumbers into a versatile condiment or side dish for barbecue, grilled fish, or anything spicy. If the cukes are small and tender, leave the skin on for more color and flavor. I prefer spearmint to peppermint for savory dishes like this one because its flavor is deeper and more complex.







1 tablespoon extra-virgin olive oil


2 large English cucumbers, seeded and cut into ½-inch dice (about 4 cups)


2 scallions, cut into ¼-inch pieces


1 teaspoon minced fresh ginger


2 tablespoons soy sauce or tamari


Finely grated zest and juice of 2 limes


¼ cup lightly packed fresh cilantro leaves, sliced, plus a few sprigs for serving


¼ cup lightly packed fresh spearmint or peppermint leaves, sliced, plus a few sprigs for serving









In a large sauté pan, heat the olive oil over high heat. Add the cucumbers without overcrowding the pan (cook in two batches, if necessary) and cook for 4 minutes, stirring frequently, until softened but still crunchy.


Add the scallions and ginger and cook for another minute. Pour in the soy sauce and lime juice and cook until the liquid is almost gone but the cucumbers are still a little bit crunchy, about 1 minute. Remove from the heat.


Toss in the lime zest, cilantro, and spearmint. Serve hot with mint and cilantro sprigs as garnish. This can also be refrigerated until chilled and served as a cold salad.
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CUCUMBER SOUP





with Crab, Basil, and Mint





SERVES 4 · ACTIVE: 30 MIN · TOTAL: 30 MIN




LIGHT, REFRESHING, AND PACKED with flavor, this is an ideal start to a summer dinner. It should be served cold, so be careful not to over-blend the cucumbers—all that friction can warm the blender’s contents and destroy the delicate melon-like flavor of the cucumbers. The soup can be made ahead of time and kept in the refrigerator, but you’ll need to whisk it again just before serving because it will separate as it sits.







For the soup:


1 pound seedless cucumbers


1 cup Vegetable Stock, chilled (here)


½ teaspoon mirin or honey


1½ teaspoons rice vinegar


Fine sea salt







For the crab:


¼ cup plain Greek yogurt


2 tablespoons Vegetable Stock (here)


1 teaspoon finely grated lime zest


1 teaspoon freshly squeezed lime juice


1 tablespoon extra-virgin olive oil, plus 2 teaspoons for serving


1 tablespoon sliced fresh basil


1 tablespoon sliced fresh mint, plus 4 sprigs for garnish


1 tablespoon sliced scallions


¼ teaspoon hot paprika, plus more for serving


Pinch of cayenne pepper


Pinch of freshly ground black pepper


8 ounces fresh peekytoe or jumbo lump crabmeat, picked free of shells, drained well









To make the soup: Peel ½ pound of the cucumbers and coarsely dice all of the cucumbers. Put the diced cucumbers, vegetable stock, mirin, rice vinegar, and a pinch of salt in a blender container/bowl. Cover and chill in the refrigerator, along with 4 empty soup bowls.


To make the crab: In a bowl, combine the yogurt, vegetable stock, lime zest and juice, 1 tablespoon of the olive oil, basil, mint, scallions, paprika, cayenne, and black pepper, and mix until smooth. Gently incorporate the crab, keeping it as chunky as possible.


Blend the chilled soup ingredients on high speed until smooth, about 2 minutes. Taste and adjust the seasoning as needed.


Divide the soup among the chilled serving bowls, and mound one-quarter of the crab mixture into each. Drizzle each serving with ½ teaspoon olive oil, dust with a pinch of paprika, and garnish with a sprig of mint. Serve immediately.
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