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Dedication


For Daniel and Dahlia, 
who sustain me, 
every season of the year
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A Note to the Reader





Because the pagination of this electronic edition does not match the print edition from which it was created, any references to specific page numbers should be ignored. Instead, to locate a specific recipe within the text, please use the search feature of your e-book reader.
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In winter, Brooklyn’s Grand Army Plaza farmers’ market is strictly for the hard core. The wind shoots mercilessly across the park and some mornings are so frigid that the milk we just bought stipples with ice as it bumps along in the bottom of the stroller. A damp, bitter cold invades your bones and burns the skin on your fingertips the second you take your gloves off to sort through a half-frozen mound of spinach in order to gather a small pile of unwilted leaves.


But I go almost every week, wrapping myself in sweaters and scarves and knee-length down coat. My daughter, Dahlia, gets the cocoon treatment, first zipped into a snowsuit, then into bunting, before being sealed in beneath a windproof plastic liner. Even so, when she bites off her mittens, her hands glow red in minutes. Oddly, Daniel, my husband, wears a leather jacket and no gloves, but he has a whole other kind of metabolism going on.


Trudging through the cold to wander the relatively barren farm stands definitely feels a little nuts when instead, nestled on the couch with my steaming tea and hot, buttered toast, I can order pretty much whatever I want with a quick click to my local online grocer.


But I go nonetheless—even on the dampest, windiest, grayest, most foul mornings—because, well, I like it.


I like the farmers, sleepily zombie-like in their coveralls and parkas, hopping side to side to stay warm. The quietness of the cold gives us an opportunity for conversation, and now is the time to seek out their advice on everything from celery root trimming to mulching, chatter that the busier seasons don’t allow.


I like the other shoppers, as freezing and obsessed as I am, with their dogs and kids and spouses in tow, breathing steam into the air. It’s a quirky winter community of diehards, a loosely knit group connected by a quest for the tastiest collard greens, the perkiest parsnips.


But maybe most important, I like the way my weekly trips ground me in the seasons. It’s one thing to know intellectually that in January, turnips are in season (or in storage) and zucchini is not. But it is another thing entirely to experience the limits firsthand, and to settle into them, accepting them as winter’s inevitabilities, like 4:00 P.M. sunsets and salt stains on leather boots.


In a way it’s a little like moving from the big city of summer produce—with a population so vast it’s impossible to know everyone’s name (what exactly are those little yellow plums called?)—to the small town of winter, where the occupants are few and you can get to know them and all their charms and quirks intimately. I don’t know that I would have fallen as hard for rutabagas if I hadn’t bought them, week in and week out, from December to April. But now I’m completely smitten with their velvety, pumpkin-like flesh.


Actually, now that I know it so well, I can honestly say I’m a little in love with winter’s bounty—even if I can name the offerings on all my fingers and toes. My kitchen diary lists the typical winter haul: apples, some crisp and juicy for immediate snacking, some mealy and soft to make into applesauce. Kale, often yellowed around the crinkled edges but still succulent and green-tasting, just begs for a braise spiked with anchovies and pecorino (page 12). The collards, with sweet, green-black leaves as thick as leather, are best boiled, then dressed with lemon and plenty of good olive oil (page 83). Pale heads of cabbage as big and heavy as bowling balls may be borscht bound (page 348) or roasted (page 88). I keep the kohlrabi for snacking on raw, sweet as carrots but running with juice. Golden and purple turnips with delicate pale flesh and waxy rutabaga are perfect for roasting with the market’s treacly maple syrup (page 361). Hairy celery roots get whittled down for crunchy salads, punctuated by roasted hazelnuts and bitter arugula (page 40). Dark orange sweet potatoes are to bake in their jackets until the juices seep out and turn sticky. There are eggs with marigold yolks, and creamy-topped milk from contented but probably very cold cows.


Even when the ground is iced over with nothing new peeping out for months, the possibility of discovery is always there, lurking next to the onions. Sometimes I snag a treat. Once it was frozen summer heirloom tomatoes from farmer Ray Bradley. I bought four large ones to melt into pasta sauce with rosemary and his bacon, a wintry version of a sauce that I usually save for September (page 262). Another week, he had frozen raspberries that Dahlia and I ate with local yogurt and more of that thick maple syrup.


You never know what the meat guys are going to show up with, and I love the challenge of experimenting with cuts not usually seen in the supermarket. I’ve bought everything from oxtails to turkey necks to smoked ham hocks—then figured out what to do with them after I got home.


Once, I picked up a pair of pig’s feet, expecting four pink, neatly sliced halves that had been defurred, blanched, bleached, and well cleaned, the toenails manicured off. That’s the rather sterilized product you get at the supermarket.


These feet were about as close to the source as I’d ever come—whole and intact, muddy toenails and all, with a thick coat of dark brown and gray mottled bristles covering the flesh.


I spent hours on the Internet and Twitter trying to figure out how to handle them.


“Blanch them in boiling water, then scrape the hair off with the back of a knife.”


“Singe the bristles off with a blowtorch but open the window first—burning pig fur stinks.”


“Shave the trotters with a razor—or several.”


I dallied so long trying to decide what to do that the feet festered in the fridge and I had to throw them out. I can’t say I wasn’t relieved.


Compared to this, the oxtails were a breeze. I seared them until bronzed, then braised them with port and red wine until the meat was short ribs–succulent and falling off the bone, enveloped in a brawny, glossy gravy (page 25). Then we ate them with roasted turnips and potatoes (page 29).


Of course my trips to the market in winter are shorter and more to the point than during the rest of the year. There is no socializing with other parents-with-toddlers on a grassy patch at the mouth of the park. Not much chatting about what’s about to come into season, because for months, the answer is the same: nothing much. No comparing recipes for celery root because after weeks (even years) of prior discussions, all the regulars know each other’s tricks by now.


Instead we go, we shop, we shiver, we come home, we unpack our minimal yet cherished spoils, and make yet another pot of tea to thaw the icicles out of our bloodstreams.


Sometimes, after a particularly frigid Saturday morning trip to the farmers’ market, we don’t leave the house for the rest of the day. We’ve had our exercise, communed with the outside world, schlepped home our food for the week. We feel we’ve earned the right to stay in, warm and cozy, reading Frog and Toad books to Dahlia on the couch while watching the little bit of sky that we can see from our window change from washed-out blue to white to black night.


And all the while, we cook. Whether it’s baked apple crisp covered in cardamom-scented crumbs in the oven (page 31) or garlicky, herb-scented, long-simmered cannellini beans on the stove (page 8), in winter the kitchen is always alive, always warm, always inviting me in for just one more cup of hot tea.
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Dahlia reaching for mallobars
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Grilled Sausages with Celery Root Salad with Hazelnuts and Arugula
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Braised Pork Shoulder with Tomatoes, Cinnamon, and Olives over Polenta
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Baked Stuffed Potatoes with Corned Beef and Dill Butter
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WHITE BEAN STEW WITH ROSEMARY, GARLIC, AND FARRO





There are few things as reassuring as having a pot of something good to eat bubbling away on the stove when you’re home on a chilly afternoon. What’s actually in the pot almost doesn’t matter. The simmering sound and steamy scent will cheer you on bleak days. And having a pot going will make you feel productive, despite the fact that you’re not actually doing anything. This is especially true of beans, which will transform from hard and pebble-like to soft and supple all by themselves, without any poking and prodding and stirring from you. Just season the pot, turn on the heat, and get out of the way. Go answer e-mails on the couch, and when you come back later, dinner will be done.


I make countless variations on a basic bean stew all winter long and never get tired of it. It’s comfort food, but it offers a complex comfort, more interesting than, say, mashed potatoes, and more sophisticated and unexpected than macaroni and cheese or even roast chicken.


This version, steeped with piney rosemary, good, grassy olive oil, and plenty of garlic, reminds me of Tuscany, where everything is similarly perfumed. Once, I spent a week there writing an article about a cooking school held in a Renaissance villa. One day I stood in the big, rustic kitchen, openmouthed in awe as the cook upended an entire bottle of last year’s olive oil into the bean pot. She needed to use it up to make way for the new oil, which was being pressed. Those might have been the best beans I’ve ever had, and though I am liberal with my olive oil anointing, it is a mere drizzle compared with hers.


I usually serve my bean pot with some kind of sautéed green because I like the contrast both in color (pale beige/bright green) and flavor (earthy, rich, and mild compared to silky, garlicky, and grassy). Tuscan kale is my favorite here because of my happy Italian associations, but collards, mustard greens, regular kale, and spinach are also splendid and generally available all winter long. And serving the beans with a grain, such as the nutty, chewy farro, adds a textural contrast and makes the bean pot a perfect protein unto itself.


I still haven’t been able to get my toddler, Dahlia, to eat more than a bean or two at a time. But she adores the bean broth, which she drinks with a straw. I don’t know what they would say about that in Tuscany.


Serves 6


1 pound dried cannellini beans


¼ cup extra-virgin olive oil, more for drizzling


5 garlic cloves, peeled


1 celery stalk, cut in half crosswise (reserve the celery leaves for garnishing)


1 large onion, halved lengthwise from root to stem so it holds together


1 whole clove (stick it in the onion half)


2 rosemary sprigs


2 thyme sprigs


1 bay leaf


Piece of Parmesan rind, if you like


2 ½ teaspoons kosher or coarse sea salt, more to taste


1 cup farro, rinsed (see What Else?)


Flaky salt, such as Maldon or fleur de sel


¼ teaspoon Turkish or Syrian red pepper such as Urfa, Maras, or Aleppo


Chopped celery or parsley leaves, for garnish (optional)


Lemon juice and/or grated Parmesan cheese, for serving (optional)


1. If you have the time and would like to soak your beans ahead, this will shorten your cooking time. Put the beans in a large bowl and cover with several inches of water. Let soak for as long as you can. Overnight is optimal but even a few hours will hasten the cooking.


2. When ready to cook, drain the beans and place them along with the oil, 3 of the garlic cloves, the celery, and the onion in a large pot over medium-high heat. Bundle the rosemary, thyme, and bay leaf together, tie securely with kitchen twine, and throw it into the pot (or just throw the untied herbs into the pot, though you will have to fish them out later). Add the Parmesan rind, if using. Cover everything with water and stir in the salt. Bring to a boil, then reduce the heat to medium and allow it to simmer, partially covered, until the beans are soft. This can take anywhere from 1 to 3 hours, depending upon how long (if at all) you soaked your beans and how old your dried beans were when you got them.


A test of doneness is to place a bean in your palm and blow on it (the natural thing to do since it will be hot). If the skin breaks, it’s ready. Of course, tasting it is a better way to tell. If your bean pot starts to look dry before the beans finish cooking, add more water as needed. At the end of cooking, the water should not quite cover the beans. (If it’s too liquidy, ladle the extra out and discard.)


3. Meanwhile, while the beans are cooking, prepare the farro. In a large pot of boiling salted water, cook the farro, pasta style, until softened. This could take anywhere from 20 minutes to an hour, depending upon what kind you use (see What Else?). Drain well.


4. Mince the remaining 2 garlic cloves.


5. When the beans are cooked, remove and discard the onion, celery, herbs, and Parmesan rind if you used it (you can leave the garlic cloves in the pot; they are yummy). Ladle half of the beans into a food processor or blender, add the minced raw garlic, and puree. Return the bean puree to the pot. (You can skip this step and just stir in the minced garlic; the broth will be thinner but just as tasty).


6. Serve the beans in bowls over the farro, drizzle each portion with plenty of olive oil, then sprinkle with good flaky salt, red pepper, and celery leaves or parsley. If the stew tastes a bit flat, swirl in some lemon juice at the end to perk up the flavors. Grated Parmesan cheese on top is also nice. But make sure not to skimp on the oil, salt, and red pepper when serving. It really makes the whole thing come together.


What Else?


• A note about the beans. If you notice, soaking is purely optional here. I find that if I simmer them with enough water, they eventually cook up just fine without the soaking. And I’m the kind of person who usually doesn’t plan tomorrow’s dinner the evening before, which is ideally when you’d want to get those beans tucked into their bowl of water for the night. However, if you are a plan aheader, then go ahead and soak them. They will cook up faster if you do, which will save on fuel. Some people also say they find soaked beans more digestible. I haven’t really noticed a big difference (code for beans don’t really make me gassy, so why bother).


• Substitute any dried bean you like for the cannellini beans. This basic bean recipe will work with any of them, though the cooking times will vary.


• Look for semi-pearled farro. It cooks more quickly than whole farro—20 minutes instead of an hour.


• If you can’t find farro, you can substitute wheat berries. These will take hours to cook, though, so leave yourself plenty of time. Or try brown rice or whole wheat Israeli couscous.


• If you are in a meaty mood, feel free to lard the pot with a ham hock or two, some bacon, a smoked turkey neck or wing, or some sautéed sausage. If you use meat, you definitely don’t need the Parmesan rind (though it won’t hurt).


• To turn this into a soup, add more water and salt to taste. Or use a good quality vegetable or chicken broth instead of half the water.


• To add some color and turn this into more of a whole meal, add a bunch or package of spinach, or a small bunch of kale (torn into pieces). Simmer until the greens wilt before serving.











TUSCAN KALE WITH ANCHOVIES, GARLIC, AND PECORINO





In the winter months, I come home from the farmers’ market every week with at least two or three bunches of different braising greens, and I cook them all week long. That splash of chlorophyll always brightens my night and makes me feel happy and even sort of virtuous, regardless of whether I’m serving them with steamed fish or roasted pork belly.


Usually, I take the minimalist approach and just sauté the greens in olive oil with some garlic and a pinch or two of crushed red pepper flakes. But every once in a while, I’ll gussy everything up with some anchovies and cheese to add tang and depth. This is the kind of recipe that you will most probably serve as a side dish (it’s terrific with white beans and brilliant with roast pork of any description). But when I’m home alone, I’ll halve the recipe and cook it up for my dinner, with some hot buttered toast or quick-cooking polenta. An egg, fried in olive oil until crisp brown around the edges but still runny-yolked, slid on top just before serving makes it even more substantially dinner-like. And a big glass of red wine never hurts.




Serves 4





2 bunches Tuscan kale


2 tablespoons olive oil


6 anchovy fillets


2 to 3 fat garlic cloves, finely chopped


Lots of freshly ground black pepper


2 ounces pecorino cheese, grated (about ½ cup), optional


Kosher or coarse sea salt, if needed


1. Remove the center ribs from the kale and discard; tear the leaves into bite-size pieces. Rinse well but do not dry (you want the moisture on the leaves to help steam them as they cook).


2. In a large skillet over medium heat, warm the oil. Stir in the anchovies and cook until dissolved, about 1 minute. Stir in the garlic and cook until slightly softened, about a minute.


3. Add the damp kale a handful at a time, letting each handful wilt slightly before adding more; toss well. Cook until the greens are completely wilted, about 5 minutes. If the kale is still tough but the pan is dry, splash in a little more water and let cook. For very tough greens you might need to repeat this. Season the kale with pepper and toss with cheese (if desired) and salt to taste before serving.


What Else?


• You can substitute almost any other braising green for the Tuscan kale (which is also called lacinato kale and dinosaur kale). Other kale varieties, Swiss chard, spinach, and mustard greens melt down into the pan beautifully as well. Collards will also work, but you need to slice them into thin ribbons so they cook quickly. If they are still tough after a few minutes over the heat, add ¼ cup of water to the pan and let it cook off. They should be tender by then. If they seem especially leathery, you can blanch the collards first for a few minutes in lots of boiling water, then drain and add them to the skillet.


A Dish by Another Name


• Sautéed Kale with Hot Pepper and Cumin: Ditch the anchovies, cheese, and black pepper. Add a pinch of crushed red pepper flakes and a teaspoon of whole cumin seeds along with the garlic.


• Wilted Kale with Garlic and Lemon: Ditch the anchovies. Toss the kale with a big squeeze of lemon juice before adding the cheese, if using.


• Practically Naked Kale: Only try this with really good, fresh kale. Ditch everything in the recipe save for the kale, oil, and salt. Sauté the kale in the oil and season with salt. This is really nice when you’ve got palate fatigue or are too darn tired to chop up a garlic clove.











CRISP ROASTED CHICKEN WITH CHICKPEAS, LEMONS, AND CARROTS WITH PARSLEY GREMOLATA





When I flip through food magazines, I rarely read the recipes. I look at the photos and imagine what I think the recipe should be. Most of the time I get it pretty close, but sometimes I’m way off base. This recipe is an example of that.


The photo was of a roasted chicken on a bed of chickpeas and what I thought were tiny cubes of carrot. I could taste the dish in my head. The chickpeas were crunchy and salty next to the melting, sweet carrots, and everything was suffused with chicken fat from the roasting bird.


In fact, the carrots turned out to be bits of orange bell pepper (definitely not in season in January in New York) and the chickpeas were added to the pan during the last few minutes of cooking so they would stay moist and soft, without the time to absorb much in the way of chicken essence. I’m sure it was a perfectly good dish, but I liked my own idea better.


So next time I roasted a chicken, I tried it.


I placed the chicken on a rack over the chickpeas and carrot slices so all the good juices would drip down onto them. I also added slivered lemon because I love the way lemons caramelize when you roast them, and I figured the dish would need some zip to perk up the garam masala, a spicy, earthy Indian spice blend I rubbed on the bird.


While it roasted, I chopped together a mix of parsley, lemon zest, and garlic known as gremolata (which is usually served with osso buco) to sprinkle on top. I knew it would give the whole thing some color and a little kick from the garlic, which would be welcome with all the hearty flavors.


When everything was done, the chicken was burnished, shining, and fragrant, the chickpeas, lemon bits, and carrots caramelized and tender. It was so pretty I immediately had to take a picture, which looks nothing like the food porn photo that was its inspiration. I can’t say how the flavors compare, but my chicken was darned good—intensely lemony, very succulent, the chickpeas as tempting as bacon. Maybe one day I’ll dig up that other recipe to give it a whirl . . . though given how delightful this dish is, maybe not.




Serves 4





FOR THE CHICKEN


2 lemons


2 (15-ounce) cans chickpeas, drained, or 3½ cups cooked chickpeas


2 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil


1 ½ tablespoons garam masala


3 teaspoons kosher salt


1 ½ teaspoons freshly ground black pepper


1 (3 ½-pound) whole chicken, rinsed and patted dry


4 thyme sprigs


3 tablespoons unsalted butter, softened


1 pound carrots, peeled, trimmed, and cut into 1-inch rounds


FOR THE GREMOLATA


3 tablespoons chopped fresh parsley


½ teaspoon finely grated lemon zest


1 small garlic clove, finely chopped


1. Preheat the oven to 400°F. Quarter the lemons lengthwise and remove and discard any seeds. Thinly slice 6 of the lemon quarters crosswise (you will get little triangles) and in a bowl, toss them with the chickpeas, oil, ½ tablespoon (which equals 1 ½ teaspoons if you don’t have a ½-tablespoon measure) garam masala, 1 teaspoon salt, and ½ teaspoon pepper.


2. Season the inside of the chicken cavity with 1 teaspoon salt and ½ teaspoon pepper. Fill the cavity with the remaining lemon wedges and thyme sprigs. Rub the outside of the chicken all over with the remaining 1 tablespoon garam masala, 1 teaspoon salt, and ½ teaspoon pepper. Rub the butter all over the skin.


3. Scatter the carrots in the bottom of the largest roasting pan you have (the one you use for your Thanksgiving turkey). Place a wire roasting rack over the carrots; arrange the chicken, breast-side up, on the rack. Transfer the pan to the oven and roast, stirring the carrots occasionally, for 30 minutes. Scatter the chickpea mixture into the bottom of the roasting pan. Continue to roast until the chicken’s thigh juices run clear when pierced with a knife, 45 to 60 minutes longer. Let the chicken rest 5 minutes before carving.


4. Meanwhile, combine the parsley, lemon zest, and garlic in a bowl. Spoon the carrot-chickpea mixture onto a platter; arrange the chicken on top. Sprinkle the gremolata over the dish and serve.


What Else?


• Some farmers’ market chickens have tough old legs because they develop actual muscle tone from the exercise they get pecking for grubs around the farm. If you suspect you’ve got one like this (or you know you do from prior experience with a particular farm), you might want to carve them off the chicken carcass and give them a head start in the oven before adding the breast. That way your breast won’t dry out in the time that the legs will need to soften. To do this, carve the legs off the bird and smear those legs and the rest of the chicken carcass with the butter, salt, and seasonings. Put the legs in the pan (along with the carrots) to roast for 15 minutes before adding the carcass with the breasts (tuck the lemon and herbs inside the cavity before roasting). The overall time will be a tad longer than called for above, so just keep checking to see when the juices run clear with a knife.


• Yes, you can eat the lemon, and it’s delicious (in case you were wondering).


A Dish by Another Name


• For a more traditional Sunday Supper Roasted Chicken, you can skip the chickpeas and lemon bits and instead just add a pound of cubed potatoes to the pan along with the carrots. Season the carrots and potatoes with salt and pepper and give them a stir once or twice while the chicken roasts. This is good with or without the gremolata.











WHATEVER GREENS YOU’VE GOT SALAD





No dinner at our house is complete without a salad, which we eat French style, after the entrée, usually on the same plate to soak up the last of any lingering juices. I’m a big fan of making a garlic mustard vinaigrette when I have time, but usually the dressing gets short shrift since tossing the greens with vinegar and oil right in the bowl takes about 12 seconds. On a weeknight I often don’t have the 3 minutes it takes to paste the garlic clove.


I’ll say this for garlic and mustard dressings, though: When I do take the time to make it, even my toddler, Dahlia, will put a leaf or two in her mouth. Usually she just licks off the vinaigrette, but occasionally she will swallow the lettuce. And in summer, I’ll let her rifle through the bowl and pull out the cucumbers (I know, indulgent—but I figure any way to get her to eat her veggies is okay with me).


Daniel always knows I’m in a very bad way—either emotionally or physically—when I leave the salad untouched on my plate. That’s when he makes me a toddy and puts me to bed. This is a highly rare occurrence because I really do love salad.




Serves 4





2 quarts salad greens (use whatever you’ve got), washed and spun dry


Large pinch kosher or sea salt


1 teaspoon vinegar, any kind you like, more to taste


Good olive oil to taste


1. Pile the lettuce leaves in a big salad bowl. Ideally your bowl should be filled only about two-thirds full with greens so you have room to toss.


2. In a tiny bowl, mix the salt with the vinegar. This dissolves the salt. Pour it on your greens and toss well. Taste a leaf. If it’s salty and tart enough, dribble in the oil and toss well until combined. (If not, add more salt and vinegar; the exact amount will depend on the acid level of the vinegar you use: The more tart it is, the less you need.) The best way to toss the salad is with your hands. You’ll be able to feel when the salad is perfectly coated with dressing, which is harder to do when you and the greens are separated by salad tossers or tongs. Rooting around with all that oil in the bowl is nicely emollient for your hands, too—always a plus. Serve at once.


What Else?


• In winter, my go-to salad green is spinach because that’s what I can get at the farmers’ market on a regular basis. It makes a hearty, mineral-tasting salad with a deep green flavor. But use whatever you’ve got.


• The choices in both oil and vinegar are myriad here. Simply change the vinegar or the type of oil and the whole character of the salad will change. Olive oil is my standard but don’t forget about nut oils if you’ve got them stashed in the fridge: hazelnut or walnut. This winter I’ve fallen in love with pumpkin seed and squash seed oils, which have a fruity, forest-like flavor with a nutty nuance. For a gentle flavor, grapeseed oil is sweetly mellow. The vinegars in my pantry are numerous as well, including sherry vinegar, red and white wine vinegars, balsamic, rice wine (mild and lovely with butter lettuce and cucumbers), cider vinegar, and malt vinegar—which I actually never use for green salads (it’s strong, but good in a potato salad). Some of my favorite oil/vinegar combinations are nut oils with sherry vinegar, pumpkin seed oil with balsamic, and olive oil with red or white wine vinegar (an oldie but a goody).


• When my dairy-avoiding husband Daniel isn’t around, I generally add cheese to salad, everything from a sprinkle of grated Parmesan to crumbled feta or goat cheese, grated Gruyère, or cubed pecorino. I love the slight bit of richness next to the crisp, cold greens.


• If you are a lemon lover, and I most certainly am, substitute fresh lemon juice for the vinegar.


A Dish by Another Name


• To make Mustard and Garlic Vinaigrette, paste up a garlic clove with a pinch of salt (you can use a mortar and pestle or a knife). Put it in a small bowl with another pinch of salt, a dab of mustard (maybe ½ teaspoon), a few drops of vinegar, and a minced anchovy if you like. Mix well with a fork or whisk, then slowly mix in the olive oil until it tastes good. Then stop. Leave it on the strong side because once it’s tossed with the greens, the flavor becomes diluted. You can always add more oil after it’s tossed with the salad if it is still too strong, but if you make it too wimpy to start, it’s harder to fix. (For a more specific recipe, see page 41.)











SESAME SOBA SALAD WITH ROASTED SHIITAKES AND TOFU CROUTONS





For most of my life, I ate buckwheat one way—as kasha at my grandmother’s table. She served it in the traditional Russian Jewish style, boiled until just shy of mushy, then topped with sweet, charred, near-black onions and plenty of sautéed mushrooms on top.


Then I went to college and discovered a whole other buckwheat culture bobbing away in the soup pots of the Upper West Side’s Japanese restaurants. Smooth, gentle soba noodles immediately replaced nubby kasha as my favorite buckwheat endeavor and they still are. I just love how the smoky earthiness of the grain is softened by the noodles’ silky, slippery texture, which slide past my lips when slicked with broth or oil (in this case fragrant, toasty sesame oil).


This robust and sustaining soba salad, seasoned with ginger, orange juice, and soy sauce and garnished with crunchy cucumber, is an ideal dish to serve to all your gluten-free vegetarian friends, of which I have at least one, on Twitter anyway. Just make sure you buy certified gluten-free soba noodles because although pure buckwheat is naturally gluten-free (despite the name, buckwheat is a grass and not a grain), soba noodles are sometimes made with regular wheat flour.




Serves 4





FOR THE SALAD


7 to 8 ounces shiitake mushrooms, stems removed


2 tablespoons toasted (Asian) sesame oil, more to taste


3 ½ tablespoons soy sauce, more to taste


Pinch kosher salt


½ (12.8-ounce) package soba noodles


1 ½ tablespoons freshly squeezed orange juice (about half a small orange)


1 tablespoon rice wine vinegar


1 tablespoon grated gingerroot


1 medium cucumber, peeled


2 scallions, thinly sliced


2 tablespoons chopped fresh cilantro


1 tablespoon lightly toasted sesame seeds


FOR THE CROUTONS (OPTIONAL, SEE WHAT ELSE?)


½ pound extra-firm tofu, drained and sliced into ¾-inch slabs


1 tablespoon peanut or olive oil


2 tablespoons tamari or soy sauce


1 ½ teaspoons toasted (Asian) sesame oil


1. Preheat the oven to 400°F. Slice the mushroom caps into ¼-inch strips. Toss the mushrooms with 1 tablespoon sesame oil, ½ tablespoon soy sauce, and a pinch of salt. Spread the mushrooms out in a single layer on a baking sheet. Roast, tossing occasionally, until the mushrooms are tender and slightly golden, 8 to 10 minutes.


2. Cook the soba noodles according to the package instructions. Drain and rinse quickly under cold running water; drain again completely.


3. In a bowl, whisk together the remaining 3 tablespoons soy sauce and 1 tablespoon sesame oil, the orange juice, vinegar, and ginger.


4. Cut the cucumber lengthwise into quarters and scoop out the seeds with a spoon. Cut each quarter crosswise into thin slices.


5. To prepare the tofu croutons, pat the tofu slabs dry with a paper towel. Heat the oil in a nonstick pan. When it shimmers, add the tofu and let it cook undisturbed (stand away from the tofu) for 3 minutes. It should be golden brown on the bottom. Flip the tofu pieces and continue to cook for about 2 minutes longer, until the underside is golden. In a small bowl, whisk together the tamari or soy sauce and sesame oil. Pour it in the pan with the croutons and cook for 1 minute longer. Drain croutons on a paper towel–lined plate.


6. In a large bowl, toss together the noodles, cucumber, mushrooms, scallions, cilantro, sesame seeds, and dressing. Serve topped with tofu croutons, if desired. Drizzle the salad with more soy sauce and sesame oil just before serving if it needs perking up.


What Else?


• If you don’t feel like frying up the tofu, you can leave it out, though you will miss its crunch against all the soft noodles. Plain cubes of raw tofu are also a nice, pillowy addition. Toss them with a little sesame oil and soy sauce and then scatter them over the noodles before serving.


• To be more seasonal about this salad, omit the cucumber. Radishes or sweet raw turnips (especially the tiny Japanese ones called haruki), sliced thinly, will work really well as a substitute, and I toyed with the idea of listing them instead of the cucumber in the recipe itself. But when it comes down to it, I always use cucumber because I like its juiciness. So, in the name of honesty, I’m telling it like it is.


• If you are not a tofu fan or just in the mood for a variation, top the salad with sautéed shrimp or scallops instead. Soft little bay scallops fried in sesame oil with a sprinkle of flaky, crunchy salt would be fabulous.


• If you like spicy, garnish the salad with a squirt of Sriracha or other hot sauce. This is how Daniel eats it.











PORT WINE–BRAISED  OXTAILS (OR SHORT RIBS)





I had eaten oxtails, mostly in terrines, many times over the years in fancy French restaurants, and enjoyed them well enough in a meaty, brisket-like way. But I didn’t fall head over heels until I had them still on the bone, stewed Southern style, at Sylvia’s up in Harlem.


I was working on a cookbook with the estimable Sylvia Woods, the proprietress, and every evening when we’d finish our interviewing, she’d send me home to Brooklyn with dinner. I’d spend the hour-long subway ride balancing warm take-out containers of fragrant food on my lap, my stomach growling. My then husband and I would devour them minutes after I walked in the door: macaroni and cheese, fried chicken, collard greens with bits of smoked turkey, and oxtails, still on the bone in a thin brown gravy. To eat them, I used my fingers and sucked the meat right off, along with marrow from the twisty crevices. Then I’d gnaw away at any tendons still clinging. It was all so soft and rich and fatty and full flavored, I was instantly hooked.


The thing is, oxtails are not the kind of dish I make at home on a regular basis. They are hard to find, and not necessarily to everyone’s liking. Plus, because of the inelegant, gnawing, chomping way that I like to eat them, it’s not a dish I’m going to tuck into in front of most company.


But when my dear friend Ana from Vashon Island, Washington, decided to come and visit last January, I knew that she would not only tolerate my—let’s say, enthusiastic—oxtail table manners, she’d actually applaud them.


I was able to procure the meat from the farmers’ market by putting in an order with a meat farmer well in advance. Most butchers do carry them if you inquire. They usually come frozen and need a day’s thawing in the fridge. Oxtail is not a spur-of-the-moment kind of thing.


Instead of making oxtails à la Sylvia in a simple gravy, I decided to doll them up a bit and braise them as I do short ribs, in a reduction of red wine and port. This made them a little sweet and very complex tasting, with a shiny, full-bodied sauce (if you aren’t an oxtail fan, you can make this same recipe with short ribs—see What Else?). The house smelled meaty and winey and utterly divine all afternoon as they simmered. And they glistened invitingly when mounded on a platter with roasted potatoes and turnips.


After a few minutes of attempting fork and knife, both Ana and Daniel abandoned their cutlery and joined my fingerful feast. It was a bit of work to get at the good meat, but, like crabs and lobster, it’s entirely worth it.




Serves 4





1 (750-ml) bottle dry red wine


½ cup ruby port


4 ½ pounds large oxtail pieces, rinsed and patted dry


Kosher salt, for seasoning


Freshly ground black pepper, for seasoning


2 tablespoons unsalted butter


1 tablespoon olive oil


5 shallots, finely chopped


5 garlic cloves, finely chopped


2 medium leeks, chopped


1 celery stalk, finely chopped


3 thyme sprigs


2 rosemary sprigs


1 bunch parsley stems (use some of the leaves for garnish, if you like)


2 bay leaves


2 medium carrots, scrubbed and diced small


Balsamic vinegar to taste


1. Preheat the oven to 325°F. In a large saucepan over high heat, bring the wine and port to a boil. Lower the heat and simmer until reduced by half, about 20 minutes.


2. Meanwhile, brown the oxtails. Season them generously with salt and pepper (you will need at least 2 teaspoons salt and a teaspoon pepper, or even more if it feels right). In a large Dutch oven over medium-high heat, melt 1 tablespoon of the butter with the olive oil. Working in batches, arrange the oxtails in a single layer and brown on all sides. Take your time with this and let them get good and brown; don’t crowd the pan, or they will steam and never develop that tasty caramelized crust. Transfer the oxtails to a bowl.


3. Melt the remaining tablespoon of butter in the Dutch oven and add the shallots, garlic, leeks, and celery. Cook the vegetables, scraping up the browned bits on the bottom of the pan, until softened, stirring constantly, about 5 minutes.


4. Arrange the oxtails over the vegetables and add the reduced wine-port mixture. Using kitchen twine, tie together the thyme, rosemary, parsley stems, and bay leaves, and drop into the pot. (You can skip the twine and simply drop the herbs in the pot; it will be a more rustic presentation but rare is the guest who will call you out on it. Besides, these are oxtails; they are not supposed to be fancy in a short ribs way.) Bring the liquid to a boil on the stovetop, then cover and transfer the Dutch oven to the oven. Cook, turning the oxtails occasionally, until the meat is tender but not yet falling off the bone, 2 to 2 ½ hours. Add the carrots and let cook for another 30 minutes.


5. If you’re serving the stew right away, you can try to spoon off some of the fat from the surface if it looks a little greasy. Or chill the stew overnight so the fat hardens and then it will be simple to take off. Reheat if necessary, then season with balsamic vinegar and additional salt, if desired. Serve the oxtails in a bowl topped with parsley leaves if you need to break up all the brown.


What Else?


• If you are a mashed potato kind of person (and really, other than my unfathomable toddler, who isn’t?), serve these over mashed potatoes. You won’t regret it.


A Dish by Another Name


• Port Wine–Braised Short Ribs: Substitute 3 pounds short ribs for the oxtails. Flanken, which are short ribs cut across the bone (and which are, for some reason, cheaper than traditional short ribs), also work. So will plain old beef stew meat; use 2 pounds boneless meat.


• Port Wine–Braised Lamb Shanks: Substitute 4 lamb foreshanks.


• Port Wine–Braised Pot Roast: Substitute 2 to 3 pounds brisket or chuck roast.











SKILLET-ROASTED POTATOES AND GOLDEN TURNIPS WITH SMASHED GARLIC





For years, I didn’t cook with turnips nearly enough, usually casting them aside for denser, sweeter roots such as parsnips, rutabagas, and carrots. But at the market this winter I discovered golden turnips, a particularly mellow variety with a pretty yellow color. Like all root vegetables, if you roast them, they will caramelize and condense into something honeyed and browned. I’ve also boiled and mashed them with lots of butter, and they’re quite wonderful—lighter than mashed potatoes and more intensely flavored, too, with their distinctive turnip-y tang.


If you are unsure about whether or not you like turnips, try this recipe, which pairs them in equal parts with Yukon Gold potatoes, seasoned with garlic and bay leaf. Once, I cooked them in the same oven as a pot of port-braised oxtails (page 25), and they went terrifically well together.




Serves 4





1 pound Yukon Gold potatoes, cut into ¾-inch cubes


1 pound golden turnips, peeled and cut into ¾-inch cubes


2 ½ tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil


1 teaspoon kosher or coarse sea salt


½ teaspoon freshly ground black pepper


3 unpeeled garlic cloves, smashed


2 bay leaves


1. Preheat the oven to 325°F. In a large cast-iron or other oven-safe skillet, toss together all of the ingredients.


2. Transfer the skillet to the oven and cook, mixing every 20 minutes, until the vegetables are golden and tender, about 1 ½ hours. If you want them even more crusty and browned, run the pan under the broiler for a few minutes to sear the surface. This is entirely optional; they are terrific without the extra color.


What Else?


• You can use regular turnips or baby turnips in place of the golden turnips. Ditto rutabaga cubes or carrot chunks. Or try this recipe with just potatoes—it’s a great way to cook them.


• If you have thyme sprigs and prefer them to bay leaves, swap them out.











BAKED APPLES WITH FIG  AND CARDAMOM CRUMBLE





Here’s what I love about apple crumble: the crumbly, nubby, cinnamon-sweet topping. Here’s what I don’t love about apple crumble: the mushy, applesauce-like fruit at the bottom.


This recipe fixes the mush factor without compromising the crumbly bits on top. My trick is to quarter rather than slice the apples. The larger pieces won’t break down as quickly or as much, but they do soften to a luscious spoonable-ness. Bigger apple pieces also make the dish easier and faster to put together.


The last time I made apple crumble, I also threw in some dried figs plumped in brandy to give the dish pockets of sweet, chewy goodness. Feel free to leave them out if you don’t like dried figs. Or substitute a dried fruit that you do like. Dried apricot slices, cherries, and cranberries would be marvelous and very pretty.




Serves 6 to 8





FOR THE FRUIT


3 tablespoons brandy


1 cup dried figs, roughly chopped


4 large apples (about 3 pounds), peeled, cored, and quartered


2 tablespoons granulated sugar


2 teaspoons freshly squeezed lemon juice


½ teaspoon ground cardamom


2 tablespoons unsalted butter, melted


FOR THE CRUMBLE TOPPING


½ cup all-purpose flour


¼ cup plus 3 tablespoons light brown sugar


¼ cup whole wheat flour


¼ cup rolled oats


¾ teaspoon ground cardamom


½ teaspoon ground ginger


⅛ teaspoon kosher salt


¾ cup (1 ½ sticks) unsalted butter, cold and cut into pieces


Crème fraîche or Greek yogurt, for serving


1. Preheat the oven to 375°F. Lightly grease a 9 × 9-inch square baking pan.


2. In a small saucepan, bring the brandy to a simmer. Take it off the heat, add the chopped figs, and cover the pan. Allow the figs to plump in the liquid for 30 minutes.


3. To prepare the crumble, in a bowl, mix together the all-purpose flour, brown sugar, whole wheat flour, oats, cardamom, ginger, and salt. Add the butter pieces and mix in with your fingers or a fork until large crumbs form.


4. For the apples, in a large bowl, toss the apples with the granulated sugar, lemon juice, and cardamom. Add the melted butter and toss again until the apples are coated. Stir in the figs along with any unabsorbed brandy.


5. Scrape the apple mixture into the prepared pan and top with an even layer of the crumble. Bake until the apples are tender and the topping is golden brown, 45 to 50 minutes. Transfer the pan to a wire rack to cool slightly, 15 to 20 minutes. Serve warm if you can, with a dollop of crème fraîche or Greek yogurt.


What Else?


• You can use any apple varieties here. A mix of apples works well because then you get a range of textures and flavors. When choosing apples, remember that dense, crisp apples will yield firmer, more intact apple chunks while softer apples break down and turn a little saucy. Both types are good, just different.


• This homey dessert loves creamy company—any type will do. I serve it to Dahlia dribbled with heavy cream. Once, when I didn’t have any yogurt or cream in the house (a rare and dreadful occurrence), I ate a bowl topped with some ricotta (yum). Ice cream, especially a slightly exotic flavor such as ginger or green tea, would make this dinner-party suitable.


• This makes a fine brunch or breakfast dish if you skew the ratio of apple crumble to yogurt in favor of the yogurt. It’s sort of like a bowl of fruit and granola, but with baked apples instead of fresh berries and bananas and the like.


• You can use all whole wheat flour for the topping. It’s a tad heavier but really not by that much. I slightly prefer the mix of flours, but half the time when I make this I just use all whole wheat and no one can really tell the difference, especially when I serve it with ice cream (see above).


• If you are an absolute crumble topping lover, you can double the crumb part of the recipe. You might have to bake it for a few extra minutes to make sure it crisps through.


• If you love salty sweet desserts, try serving this with some thin slices of Cheddar or other firm cheese (young pecorino would be nice). Chunks of ricotta salata would also be lovely and unexpected.











MALLOBARS





This is my version of homemade Mallomars. But instead of painstakingly forming individual cookies, I use the bar cookie method, spreading everything in one large pan. I end up with a crisp, homemade graham cracker crust topped by honey marshmallow and a thick layer of chocolate. Though they are easier than the original recipe, I wouldn’t call them a super-quick dessert. You still need to devote a good part of an afternoon to their confection. Or try to make the components over several days if it’s easier to carve that out of your schedule.


However you manage it, the payoff is big: They are truly scrumptious, and I guarantee that if you bring them to a potluck or party, no one else will have brought anything remotely like them. They are unusual, crowd pleasing, fancy looking, and even slightly good for you (okay, just slightly) from the whole wheat flour.


Makes about 18  (2-inch) squares


FOR THE GRAHAM CRACKER BASE


1 cup (2 sticks) unsalted butter


¼ cup firmly packed dark brown sugar


¼ cup granulated sugar


¼ cup honey


1 ½ cups whole wheat flour


1 cup all-purpose flour


1 teaspoon kosher salt


½ teaspoon ground cinnamon


FOR THE HONEY MARSHMALLOW


3 envelopes unflavored gelatin (about 3 tablespoons)


1 cup cold water


2 cups granulated sugar


¼ cup honey


2 large egg whites


¼ teaspoon kosher salt


1 tablespoon vanilla extract


FOR THE CHOCOLATE GLAZE


9 ounces bittersweet chocolate, chopped


¾ cup heavy cream


1. First, make the graham cracker base. In the bowl of an electric mixer, cream the butter, sugars, and honey until smooth. In a medium bowl, combine the flours, salt, and cinnamon. Add the dry ingredients to the mixer and beat until the dough just comes together.
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