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Foreword by Zach Brooks



  I honestly can’t remember when or how I met Siobhan and Alex, or as they’re known to their close friends (and ardent followers) Blondie and Brownie. But I do remember when I started linking to their blog. It was a little bit over 5 years ago, around the time they made it their mission to eat every single thing on the Treats Truck’s menu. You know … for “science.” Of course, when VendrTV launched their YouTube show with an episode about the Treats Truck, it surprised nobody to see them hovering in the background, eyeing the brownies … and blondies.


  Years later, when my family’s move to Los Angeles forced me to hand over the reins of Midtown Lunch, “Blondie” and “Brownie” were the two very first people I asked to contribute. From eating a Walgreens cheeseburger that I refused to eat, to finding the best fried fish sandwich from a cart for Lent, their fearless attitude towards scoping out the best things to eat in NY has always impressed.


  And their commitment to the New York street food scene is second to none. Every year Midtown Lunch holds a showdown called Street Meat Palooza, to determine the best plate of chicken and lamb over rice with white sauce and hot sauce in Midtown. They’ve been to all five (and Siobhan actually ran this past year’s contest!) And I can’t remember the last Vendy Awards they weren’t at as volunteers.


  A New York without street food is unimaginable, and in the years since Alex and Siobhan started their blog, Blondie and Brownie, the scene has only gotten better and better. From halal street meat and Mexican tacos, to belgian waffles and jerk chicken, there has never been a better time to step outside for meal in New York City. And it’s not just the food that’s amazing, but the vendors themselves have amazing stories to tell and recipes to share (some for the first time ever!) And I can’t think of two better people to share their creations than them. I hope you enjoy this book, and let it inspire you. Not just to make the recipes yourself at home, but to come to New York and try the street food!
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INTRODUCTION



  Our mothers did not look kindly on street food. A second-generation New Yorker and a thirteenth-generation New Englander, they couldn’t have had more different life experiences, but their reaction to New York City cart food? The same.


  “Where do they wash their hands?”


  “They touch the money and your food.”


  “No, you can’t have a pretzel. I said no pretzel. That’s it, we’re leaving!”


  Fast-forward a couple of decades to two young (and broke) junior editors who bonded over a love of adventurous eating on the cheap. Tired of overpriced deli salads and sad excuses for sandwiches, we began venturing out for the sort of lunches that would give our mothers heart failure. Kati rolls from the Biryani Cart, falafel from Moshe’s, lamb over rice from Kwik Meal.


  Delighted by the new cuisines we discovered and emboldened by our failure to catch the plague—or any of the other maladies we’d been cautioned against—soon we were breaking the first commandment of street food eating: Thou shalt not eat fish from a cart. Perfectly crispy, golden fried fish proved to be a gateway into raw fish. Before long we were looking forward to ceviche Saturdays at the Red Hook Ball Fields (shhhh, don’t tell Mom).


  In time, we became regulars at several carts around midtown, and through the friendships we formed with the owners, we began to hear the stories behind the food—tales of the good (and the bad) old days in the city. Every plate of chicken over rice came with a story.


  In recent years trendy food trucks selling everything from Korean tacos to crème brûlée have captured the popular imagination, but street vending is far from new in New York City. Numerous waves of immigrants have found the promise of a better life in street vending, bringing a bit of the old country to the New World.
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  Prior to the Civil War, Irish women known as “Apple Marys” hawked apples in the Financial District, while Hot Corn Girls sold roasted corn on streets of the infamous Five Points alongside sweet cake vendors and fruit peddlers. As the German, Italian, and Jewish populations swelled, they brought sausages, vegetables, ice cream, bread, and smoked fish, among other delicacies. Lower East Side stalwarts Russ & Daughters, Guss’ Pickles, and Yonah Schimmel Knish Bakery all had their beginnings in pushcart vending. In more recent years, Latin vendors of all stripes have introduced pan-American fare from icy cold horchata, sweet fried plantains with queso and crema, and mammoth chorizo huaraches, while Egyptian and Afghanis have found opportunity in selling fiery hot sauce–doused halal chicken and lamb pitas and platters to hungry cabbies and office dwellers alike.
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  A city of old and new immigrants, New York offers unparalleled dining diversity. Where else in the world can you find Korean, Jamaican, Austrian, Taiwanese, Greek, Israeli, Belgian, Indian, Bangladeshi, Trinidadian-Pakistani, Moroccan, and Mexican street food within a ten block radius? The city streets abound with deliciousness that is begging to be explored. There’s street food for every budget and for eaters bold and timid alike (the aforementioned moms are even beginning to come around on a case-by-case basis).


  As we swapped stories with vendors, one thing became clear: behind every cart and every truck were the hopes and dreams of a fellow New Yorker by birth or by choice. With this collection of stories and recipes, we hope to honor the tireless vendors who came before and those who rise each day before the sun to feed the soul of the city one meal at a time.


  —SIOBHAN & ALEXANDRA


  
The History of New York City Street Food



  The history of street food in New York City is a tapestry woven from the threads of the immigrant experience. Street vending has been a part of the city since at least 1691, when the first regulations on sidewalk vending hit the books. And in the intervening centuries, it’s followed a cyclical pattern of expansion and contraction as allowed by law.


  In the earliest days, street food was confined to whole foods like fruits and vegetables as well as other groceries items, rather than meals-on-the-go. Today’s carts and trucks trace their roots to the mid-nineteenth century and the Hot Corn Girls, barefoot and starving teenagers from the city’s immigrant tenement slums who sold roasted hot corn to augment their families’ meager incomes. These young girls unknowingly started a tradition that new immigrants follow to this day, using food vending as a means to make a living and a stepping stone to success.


  New York’s food vendors often came from marginalized populations. When the city grew flush with Irish immigrants fleeing the Great Famine, many of the women turned to selling apples in the bustling Financial District, earning the nickname of “Apple Marys.” New York’s two most iconic street foods, the hot dog and the pretzel, were introduced by German immigrants. In 1871 Charles Feltman put a sausage on a bun in Brooklyn and the hot dog was born. Pretzels were originally sold on sticks or out of baskets by poor German women. Vending has even made its mark on the streets themselves—modern day Pearl Street in downtown Manhattan takes its name from bivalve refuse left behind by carts hawking oysters fresh from New York Harbor.


  As the city’s population swelled and sprawled, workers could no longer count on returning home during their lunch hour. This difficulty was especially prevalent among the financiers and newspaper writers, who needed quick, convenient lunch spots. Street food vendors popped up along “Newspaper Row” (the modern Park Row) and Wall Street, eager to cater to this new market. On Wall Street, three deluxe food stands appeared across from Jay Cooke & Company, then one of the biggest banks in America. By 1890, the first of Manhattan’s now ubiquitous hot dog carts had begun to vend on Downtown’s Frankfort Street by a man named Louis Haims. He would go on to sell from a window in the now-demolished World Building on Park Row.


  In the hot summer months, when New York’s sweltering masses sought a cool, refreshing treat, they bought ice cream on the city streets. The late 19th century peddlers’ calls were a harbinger of today’s noisy ice cream trucks. Vendors in this era sold shallow glasses of ice cream known as penny licks. Customers would lick their portion clean then the vendors reused glasses after a quick water wash. Another “cooling” culinary innovation that can be traced back to pushcart vendors is the ice cream sandwich. One genius Bowery peddler began selling these frozen treats for a penny in 1899, and they quickly became a street food trend.


  “A vendor at an accustomed spot becomes a familiar neighborhood asset, part of the community fabric.”


  —NEW YORK CITY 1991 TASK FORCE ON GENERAL VENDORS


  By the turn of the twentieth century, the street food options reflected the diversity of the expanding city and streets in the immigrant enclaves of the Lower East and West Sides teemed with vendors peddling their offerings at daytime markets. The first of these markets began on Hester Street in 1886 with four vendors; by 1920, approximately thirty such markets were in operation. Jewish and German neighborhoods were home to carts selling homemade pickles, hot knishes and pretzels kept in special warming drawers. In an attempt to control and profit from the burgeoning surge of vendors, the city began selling vendor licenses. In 1897 New York boasted 2,000 licensed vendors; by 1917 that number had soared to 7,000.


  The street markets would continue well into the twentieth century. During the Great Depression legions of unemployed New Yorkers turned to vending to scrape by. Streets packed with carts could be found throughout Manhattan in the 1930s, including a thriving market in East Harlem where seven hundred licensed carts selling everything from hot yams to buttons could be found along Park Avenue during the summer months. By 1934 there were 14,000 vendors and a growing movement to take the vendors—whose carts frequently created unsafe pedestrian and traffic conditions—off the streets. Mayor Fiorello La Guardia and others in power felt that street vending was chaotic and unsanitary. Mayor La Guardia sought to “abolish all itinerant peddling from the streets.” La Guardia, in an effort to move the pushcarts and their customers indoors, opened nine market buildings in 1940 including the Essex Street Market which is still going strong today. The mayor went so far as to ban Good Humor ice cream carts from peddling to children in the seaside community of Rockaway Beach, Queens. With the vendors’ move indoors and the number of licenses reduced to 1,200, ownership of the few outdoor, prepared-food carts slowly shifted from predominantly Jewish and Italian vendors to newer immigrant groups.


  [image: ]


  [image: ]


  The period following World War II brought about massive changes in New York City’s cultural and social dynamics. As upper- and middle-class white New Yorkers fled the metropolis for the suburbs in the post-War boom, their departure was offset by growing populations of Puerto Ricans and African-Americans migrating to New York from the South. Despite this population shift, in this era New Yorkers no longer looked to street vendors to fulfill their increasingly global food cravings. New York street food mostly consisted of hot dogs, Danishes, and coffee; tastier meals could be found at cheap lunch counters around the city. One of the few innovations of this period came when Horn & Hardart, the company behind the automats dotting nearly every block, opened a “Mobile-Mat” in Bryant Park in the summer of 1966. Except it just served the same dishes found directly across the street at another of their automats.


  However, New York City and its palate saw another rapid change when the 1965 Immigration Act opened the borders to increased immigration from Asia, southern Europe, and the Caribbean. To find success in their newfound home, the new wave of immigrants did what many generations had done before: they began selling food on the streets. Greeks opened carts selling gyros and souvlaki, grilled chicken and lamb pita sandwiches; with time, they came to own the majority of the working food carts. Their success allowed them to employ other immigrants to actually man the carts. A 1970 New York Times article highlighted the changing demographics of Midtown Manhattan’s far west side neighborhood, Hell’s Kitchen, mentioning that food carts depots on West 49th Street from Eighth to Tenth Avenue. Also, a vital street rule had emerged: do not ever compete for the same corner with other vendors from your garage. One popular street food debuted at this time were the candied peanuts now found throughout the city. Latin American cart employees began cooking peanuts in a sweet syrup right on the cart, letting the smell of roasting nuts waft to hungry passersby.


  But City Hall and the police department still weren’t willing to allow street food vendors to take over the city. Vendors faced tickets, fines and court battles. The summer of 1977 saw the “Great Hot Dog War,” play out when John Zervas, the “hot dog king” of Central Park, lost his five-year contract with the city. Zervas had paid $80,000 for the right to vend from sixty different locations in Central Park, but after being charged with assault by other vendors, his contract was revoked. In response, Zervas sued the city; his case ended up in State Supreme Court, where his contract was reinstated.


  It wasn’t just hot dogs being sold in Central Park anymore. Street food had officially upgraded. By the early 80s, vendors still congregated in areas of high demand, which as in bygone days, meant the financial centers of Downtown and Midtown, with a few areas of high concentration spread throughout Brooklyn, Queens and the Bronx. Sixth Avenue in Midtown, a stretch which remains popular today saw a demand for inexpensive meals after new construction replaced diners with plazas. Vendors gladly rolled in to provide affordable breakfasts and lunches for legions of office workers, including being able get a thick slice of quiche Lorraine for a dollar, with fresh orange juice on the side. In a May 1981 article, even New York Times restaurant critic Mimi Sheraton commented on the scene; she advocated picking up the Chinese Fu Manchu stew on the corner of 52nd Street and the fried ground beef kofta from the “Little Afghanistan” cart on West 43rd Street.


  By 1982, Mayor Koch’s Office of Operations estimated that ninety percent of the city’s active food peddlers were working in Manhattan south of 59th Street. With that many vendors competing for customers, they had to find ways to be unique. It was around this time that the forerunner of now “standard” chicken over rice dish first appeared. Najib Popal, a refrigerator salesman from Afghanistan vending across from Radio City Music Hall, began grilling marinated chicken thighs, dicing them, and serving them in pitas with lettuce and tomato. On the same corner as Popal, the Egyptian vendor Said Abdelghani sold deep-fried falafel, hummus and baba ghannouj. A few blocks over, you could find a vendor hawking baked potatoes. Chinese carts selling plump pork dumplings, rich scallion pancakes, crispy traditional cookies and even tender roast duck appeared in Chinatown and on 42nd Street, vending items comparable to, and sometimes better than, restaurants occupying the same block.


  Just as with Mayor La Guardia and Mayor Koch, in the late 1990s and early 2000s, Mayors Rudy Giuliani and Michael Bloomberg enacted their own vendor crackdowns. As part of his “quality of life” campaign, Mayor Giuliani enforced restrictions limiting where vendors could sell; parking options were also limited for street vendors depending on foot traffic to find customers, with the busiest areas placed off-limits. Carts came and went as licenses expired and operators moved onto other careers, but by the beginning of the 21st century, morning coffee carts, hot dogs, shish kebabs, and “chicken over rice” carts once again became the rule rather than the exception.


  As in years past, many vendors are still newly arrived immigrants, often relying on help from family and friends to maneuver the city’s legal trappings. In 2002, the Urban Justice Center, a non-profit organization that provides legal representation and advocacy to various marginalized groups, started the Street Vendor Project to assist vendors with legal and financial issues, helping them understand their rights, fight unwarranted tickets and heavy fines. In 2005, the Street Vendor Project organized the inaugural Vendy Awards, a fundraiser to support vendor advocacy that has gained renown as “the Oscars of street food.” What started as a small event now draws crowds in the thousands and includes awards for “Best Dessert Vendor” and “Best New Vendor,” in addition to the coveted Vendy Cup.


  The Vendys raised the profile of vendors, garnering the lucky finalists local and national media coverage, foodies around the city and abroad began to seek out exceptional carts, reveling in the incredibly good, incredibly cheap food that could be found if you knew where to look. Threads began popping up on sites like Chowhound.com extolling the wonders of the pan-Latin cuisine at the Red Hook soccer fields, or the outstanding lamb shoulder over rice served at the Kwik Meal cart (page 84).


  Yet, no one was prepared for the late 2000s. Food trucks and carriages had existed before in and around New York, but social media would change everything for New York’s vendors. As Twitter and Facebook went mainstream and the economy tanked, mobile food flourished. Food trucks and carts could tweet their hours and locations. They were no longer chained to a consistent spot to attract customers and could make use of their wheels, hitting different neighborhoods and cultivating a wider customer base. Specialized trucks and carts serving everything from Belgian waffles and artisanal grilled cheese sandwiches, to schnitzel and seasonal gelato, could find and maintain a following via the internet. Websites jumped on the trend, feeding massive and loyal followings with reviews of new vendors as soon as they hit the streets. While the price point for some of the fancier street food options nudged up considerably, it was still cheaper than dinner out at a sit-down establishment—and for economizing New Yorkers, street food felt like an affordable indulgence.


  Despite the growth in street food options the future for New York’s food vendors is uncertain. Vending remains highly regulated, with recent city administrations cherry-picking which regulations they want to enforce and when. The number of licenses for vending is still capped at 1983 levels and the waiting list to get a license from the city is years, perhaps decades, long. Without the option of gaining a license from the city, new vendors must seek out current license holders and “rent” their license on the black market.


  Notwithstanding the challenges, there is hope. Vendor run associations like the New York City Food Truck Association have formed to promote and advocate for members to the city government and general public. A number of early-to-market new-wave food trucks like Van Leeuwen Ice Cream (page 180), Treats Truck (page 123), Schnitzel and Things (page 199), and Mexicue (page 194) expanded their presence with brick and mortar locations that complement their trucks, and vice versa. While public support for food trucks is strong, with the high cost of vending and long hours that the business demands, only time will tell which of today’s vendors will still be around to serve the next generation of street food enthusiasts.
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TEN QUESTIONS WITH STREET VENDOR PROJECT FOUNDER AND DIRECTOR, SEAN BASINSKI



  1) What inspired you to start the Street Vendor Project?


  I was inspired by vendors I met during the summer of 1998, when I sold burritos from a cart in Midtown Manhattan. Mayor Giuliani tried to kick vendors off hundreds of streets, and we held a big march down Broadway. After that, I was lucky enough to go to law school, where I learned what role lawyers can play in social justice movements.


  2) How many food vendors belong to SVP?


  We currently have 1,500 members, about half of whom sell food. Many others come to the meetings we hold in our office and around the city. Most of our vendors sell typical NYC street fare like hot dogs and roasted peanuts, but we have many members who could be five-star chefs.


  3) How is the group run?


  By our Leadership Board, which is elected every year from our general membership. They are all experienced vendors who are respected in their communities. The board makes the big decisions and does a lot of the organizing work. We also have a great staff of four people who keep tabs on our day-to-day operations.


  4) How has vending changed in the time you’ve been heading up the SVP?


  The perception of vending has changed, at least in certain circles. Vending has become trendy. But on the street, I don’t think much has changed. Vendors are still mostly immigrants who work hard every day, in spite of great obstacles, and provide a great benefit to our city. It’s been that way for nearly 200 years.


  5) What issues do vendors most commonly face?


  They face many challenges that are inherent to vending, like bad weather and pollution and the physical demands of standing on your feet all day. In terms of policy, vendors have a very hard time getting licenses, finding legal places to vend, and avoiding harassment from the police and health inspectors. They come to our office every day with these issues.


  6) What have been the biggest achievements for the Street Vendor Project?


  I think we have been successful at raising awareness, with New York policy-makers, that vendors are an important population that can and will no longer be ignored. We have forced the city to provide legal notice to vendors before changing the rules, and to give them translators when they go to court. But our biggest achievement is to survive for ten years, and still be growing and making a difference every day.


  7) How is the Street Vendor Project different from other vendor associations?


  We have been around a lot longer than other vending organizations in the United States, so we are somewhat bigger and more experienced. There are vendor associations getting started in cities all across the country, and we would like to help them, based on what we have learned. Compared to vendor associations in parts of Asia, Africa, and Latin America, we are tiny.


  8) How did you come up with the idea for the Vendy Awards?


  One of my jobs is to raise money to keep SVP running. We were planning our first fundraiser, in 2005. We knew that we would have vendors there, cooking food. The Food Channel was already big, and shows like Top Chef were already proving that food competitions are a big draw. So it did not take a genius to put those ideas together. One of our interns came up with the name.


  9) How have the Vendy Awards changed over the years?


  The New York event has gotten bigger, and we’ve expanded to Los Angeles and Philadelphia. We have many more categories. And corporate sponsors. But the basic format is the same. And the basic message is the same: we walk past these people every day, and don’t think twice—let’s take one day to honor them.
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  10) What’s the best part about running the Street Vendor Project?


  I am part of a big, close-knit community. And I have many friends. Wherever I go, I run into our members. This makes New York City feel like a very small town. And it never fails to impress my parents when they come to visit.


  For more information on the Street Vendor Project, visit streetvendor.org
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KELVIN™ NATURAL SLUSH CO.



  On blazing hot summer days, a big blue oasis can be found parked in the Flatiron District. Named for the thermodynamic scale that expresses absolute cold, Kelvin Natural Slush Co.’s industrial-grade slush machines churn out cups of frosty goodness in spicy ginger, puckery citrus, and a mellow mixture of green and black tea. The lightly sweetened base slushes are then customized with a rotating menu of mix-ins—fresh chopped mint and basil, and seasonal fresh fruit purées including white peach, guava, and caramelized pineapple. All the brain-freeze bliss you remember from childhood (sans the high-fructose corn syrup and tongue-tinting Red 40 dye).


  Owner Alex Rein loved slushes and slurpees as a kid, but at a certain point he stopped drinking the sugar-laden, truck-stop staples. “The thing is slushes can be really refreshing. They aren’t as heavy as a milkshake.… I wanted to offer a lighter, more grown-up version.” He began dreaming of a more sophisticated, crave-worthy slush while working as a corporate attorney, brewing up batches of tea and ginger beer in his apartment kitchen then freezing and blending them to create the recipes that ultimately became their three signature drink bases.


  With less than two months of street experience, Kelvin Slush was the decided dark horse at the 2010 Vendys against a field that included The Big Gay Ice Cream Truck (page 184) and The Dessert-Truck (page 188)—both established vendors with massive followings. The scorching late September heat on the day of the awards made for ideal conditions to showcase their chilly treats and when the last vote was counted, the people had spoken. The newbies from Kelvin took home the coveted Dessert Vendy title and cemented their reputation in the foodie community as a summer-must.


  With their fan base secured, it wasn’t long before Kelvin took the next step in sophisticated slushie-dom: frozen cocktails. While New York’s open container laws prevent Kelvin from bringing boozy slushes to the streets, Alex’s business partner, Zack Silverman started noticing some rogue behavior from their customers “People would show up at our truck with flasks and mini-bottles all the time to make their own, what we call, ‘prohibition style’ slush on the street.” In 2012 they launched a restaurant and bar partnership program working with select restaurants and bars to offer Kelvin “frozen cocktails.” Now you can get boozy slushes at some of the coolest spots around the city or make your own Kelvin-style cocktail from the comfort of your own home.
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    RECIPE KEY


    Refer to these handy icons before tackling the recipes:


    
      
      

      
        
          	EASY
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          	MEDIUM
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          	CHALLENGING
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          	VEGETARIAN
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          	GLUTEN FREE
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  FROZEN AND STORMY


  Adapted from Alex Rein’s recipe


  Traditional Dark and Stormy® cocktails while the call for ginger beer, this frozen rendition uses a home-brewed, spiced syrup. Kelvin Slush owner Alex Rein recommends splurging on a top-shelf dark rum like Gosling’s Black Seal® Bermuda Black Rum. This drink gets its rich molassesy-flavor from cane sugar, an unrefined sugar. If you can’t find cane sugar or an equivalent like panela, use dark brown sugar.


  “When I’m on the truck I’ll have at least one slush a day. It’s hard to resist when you have the machines right there.”


  —ALEX REIN


  YIELD: SERVES 4 TO 6


  ½ cup cane sugar like panela or dark brown sugar


  1 piece (approximately 4 inches long) fresh ginger, peeled and roughly chopped into approximately ½ x ¼–inch pieces


  8 cloves


  1 star anise


  ½ cup dark rum


  [image: ] cup fresh lemon juice (about 2 lemons)


  8 cups ice


  


  In a small saucepan bring ½ cup water to a low simmer over medium heat. Add the sugar and stir until it dissolves. Add the chopped ginger, cloves, and star anise. Remove from heat and steep uncovered for 25 minutes. Strain syrup mixture into a small bowl or airtight container, squeezing out as much liquid as possible from the ginger, cover and chill the syrup in the refrigerator for at least 20 minutes.


  Add the spiced ginger syrup, rum, lemon juice, and ice to a blender. Blend until smooth. Serve in lowball glasses.
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  FROZEN LEMON MINT JULEP


  Adapted from Alex Rein’s recipe


  This bright and light julep is perfect for Derby Day or any summer day. The recipe will work well with your favorite bourbon. Kelvin Slush owner Alex Rein personally favors Knob Creek®.


  


  YIELD: SERVES 4 TO 6


  ½ cup granulated sugar


  ½ fresh lemon, sliced as thick rounds


  [image: ] cup fresh mint leaves (about 40 leaves), divided, plus additional for garnish, if desired


  ½ cup bourbon


  [image: ] cup fresh lemon juice (about 2 lemons)


  8 cups ice


  In a small saucepan, bring ½ cup water to a low simmer over medium heat. Add the sugar and stir until dissolved, about 2 to 3 minutes.


  Remove mixture from heat and add the sliced lemons (do not squeeze lemon juice) and 30 mint leaves. Steep mixture uncovered for 10 minutes.


  Strain into a small bowl or airtight container (squeeze out as much liquid as possible from the lemon and mint). Cover and chill strained syrup in the refrigerator for at least 20 minutes.


  Add the lemon mint simple syrup and remaining mint leaves to blender. Blend until mint is finely chopped.


  Add the bourbon, lemon juice, and ice to blender. Blend until smooth. Serve in lowball glasses garnished with fresh mint leaves, if desired.
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GELŌTTŌ CART



  In 2004 when Mario Batali opened the Gelōttō Cart, a mobile, gelato-only off-shoot of his popular pizzeria, OTTO, the first specialty dessert trucks were several years off, and buying high-end desserts from a cart was unheard of in New York. And, as hard as it might be to believe, there were few places selling authentic Italian gelato in the city at the time. Fast-forward a decade, and gelato has moved from the specialty shop to the grocery case as the American appetite for ice cream’s luxe Italian cousin has grown. While the options for gelato-on-the-go have multiplied, the Gelōttō cart remains a warm-weather gem for dessert hunters and gatherers in Greenwich Village.


  The setup is decidedly old school. From late spring to mid-fall the red, yellow, and green painted pushcart commutes just a couple blocks from its specially made wee garage at the mothership, Batali’s casual Neapolitan pizza eatery where pastry chef and gelato master extraordinaire, Meredith Kurtzman churns out small batches of heaven.


  Seasonal produce and top-notch ingredients drive the dessert program at OTTO. The crown gem of the rotating menu is the olive oil gelato, an earthy yet intensely buttery and smooth concoction made with Sicilian olive oil that’s been on the menu since they first opened their doors. While Americans love their mix-ins—from candy to nuts to cookie pieces—Meredith, for the most part, keeps things traditional. “I’ve tried to steer clear of putting stuff in my gelato, but it seems to be popular.… Honestly I like the idea of doing simple things, and I love working with fruit.”


  Several years before food carts and trucks became trendy, Batali wanted to create an authentic street gelato experience. “It was Mario’s idea when he opened the place,” says Meredith. Initially parked on the northwest corner of Washington Square Park, the cart found early success. “It was a unique product,” Meredith explains. But over the years the Gelōttō Cart has faced its fair share of challenges, especially with all the red tape that comes along with permitting for vendors. “I don’t think anyone who goes into it knows what they’re getting into,” sighs Meredith. Since the cart opened, Washington Square Park has undergone an ambitious and protracted renovation that has kept various areas of the park fenced off to foot traffic for long stretches of time. Even without the construction, the cart’s previous locale on the northwest corner was a sleepy spot. In 2012, the cart moved to the northeast corner, where Waverly Place becomes Washington Square North and University Place becomes Washington Square East, a far livelier thoroughfare, regularly traversed by thousands of NYU students making their way to and from classes.


  “From the get-go, I wanted to make something really delicious—that’s why I went into the food business. My main thing is I want to make delicious food.” —MEREDITH KURTZMAN
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  Meredith’s passion for ice cream was born in her childhood: “I grew up chasing the Good Humor Man,” she says with a laugh. But her path to the kitchen wasn’t a traditional one. Before donning chef’s whites, she spent years as a freelance textile designer specializing in silk-screen painting. “With the advent of computer-aided design, the work disappeared, and I was bored with it anyway. I’d always been interested in food and cooking, and started volunteering as a kitchen assistant at a local cooking school,” Meredith says. An International Association of Culinary Professionals (IACP) scholarship brought her to the New York Restaurant School for pastry arts. Meredith was working as the pastry chef at Esca when Batali tapped her to develop the gelato program for the not-yet-opened OTTO, where she’s since created a name for herself with inventive flavors from the likes of sweet-corn gelato to avocado gelato to concord grape sorbetto with fennel. “Gelato has less overrun than ice cream. That is, it takes on less air [volume], when it is churned,” Meredith explains. The end product is denser than ice cream, making each bite a more intense flavor experience.


  Like the restaurant, the cart has a rotating menu of flavors. “In an ideal world, having a cart where you really could assemble things would be great. The trouble in New York is that people are impatient, and it takes time.” Due to space limitations, they can only offer four or five flavors at a time from the cart, from which they sell both small and large servings for prices that are less than at the restaurant. “It’s an expensive product, and when people eat street food they don’t necessarily want to spend $8 on gelato. So we lowered it to $4 and $7.” For years the cart didn’t serve the famous olive oil gelato, but recently Meredith relented, “The thing I used to say is, I want people to taste good gelato in the park, but eventually I want to lure them into the restaurant. This year I said, the hell with it. Give the people what they want.”
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  BANANA TARTUFO


  (BANANA GELATO COVERED WITH CARAMELIZED WHITE CHOCOLATE)


  Adapted from Meredith Kurtzman’s recipe


  Also known as a bomba, tartufo is a ball of ice cream covered in a crunchy chocolate shell. When directly translated from Italian, tartufo means truffle, and as far as desserts go, it’s about as close as Italians get to the Good Humor Man. Meredith’s plays with convention by studding her tartufo with peanuts and chocolate cookies and subbing caramelized white chocolate for regular chocolate in this sweet and salty treat. While the cart version of this treat includes homemade sugared peanuts and brownie cookie crumbles, you can simplify preparation by substituting ½ cup dark chocolate chips and ½ cup salted peanuts.


  YIELD: 4 TO 6


  FOR THE GELATO:


  7 egg yolks


  ¼ cup granulated sugar, divided


  ¾ cup nonfat dry milk powder


  2 cups whole milk


  ½ cup heavy cream


  ½ cup sweetened condensed milk


  ¾ teaspoon salt


  2 very ripe bananas


  FOR THE TARTUFI:


  1 cup Sugared Peanuts (page 30)


  1 cup Brownie Cookie crumbles (page 31)


  1½ cups Caramelized White Chocolate Glaze (page 29)
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  Whisk together the egg yolks, 2 tablespoons sugar, milk powder and cream in a large heat-proof bowl. Set aside.


  In a medium saucepan warm the whole milk and the rest of the sugar over medium heat, stirring occasionally to dissolve the sugar. When tiny bubbles begin to form around the edge of the pan, remove mixture from heat.


  While whisking constantly, temper eggs with the hot milk mixture, adding a tablespoon of hot liquid at a time. Return to medium heat, stirring constantly. When steam starts to rise in pot, immediately strain into a heatproof bowl. Whisk in the condensed milk and salt. Place bowl over an ice bath (see page 153 for instructions) and whisk to cool mixture to room temperature. Chill covered in refrigerator for 2 to 3 hours.


  Thoroughly mash bananas and blend into chilled gelato mixture. Strain gelato to remove any banana solids and churn in an electric ice cream maker according to the manufacturer’s directions. Transfer gelato into an airtight container and place in the freezer for 1 to 2 hours, or until gelato has set. Using a large ice cream scoop, form 6 large round balls of gelato and place in ramekins or serving dishes. Chill uncovered in freezer until hardened in freezer, about 1 to 2 hours, or until hardened.


  Alternately, you can form the gelato balls and place in a parchment-lined jelly roll pan or rimmed baking sheet to freeze then just before serving use a metal square spatula to remove gelato balls from pan and place into serving dishes or cups.


  TO ASSEMBLE TARTUFI:


  Remove gelato balls from freezer and stud with Sugared Peanuts (page 30) and crumbled Brownie Cookies (page 31) or ½ cup salted peanuts and ½ cup semisweet chocolate chips.


  Quickly ladle cooled Caramelized White Chocolate Glaze (page 29) over gelato; it will harden in a minute.


  Serve immediately or store covered in freezer for up to a few hours before serving.
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  CARAMELIZED WHITE CHOCOLATE GLAZE


  Adapted from Meredith Kurtzman’s recipe


  White chocolate lacks the cocoa solids found in milk and dark chocolate, and the flavor and workability can vary greatly between brands. For this recipe, Meredith always uses Valrhona® white chocolate fèves (oval-shaped pieces), which are ideal for melting. The secret to caramelizing white chocolate is to use a spatula to constantly move the chocolate around in the oven so it doesn’t get the chance to burn. When you pour the white chocolate mixture over the ice cream, it will harden to form a crunchy shell.


  


  YIELD: ABOUT 1½ CUPS GLAZE


  10 ounces white chocolate fèves, or coarsely chopped pieces


  [image: ] cup coconut oil
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  TO CARAMELIZE CHOCOLATE:


  Move oven rack to center position and preheat the oven to 300°F.


  Spread fèves or chopped chocolate, on ½ sheet pan covered with a silicon baking mat.


  Melt the chocolate for 5 minutes, opening the oven and pulling out the rack to stir occasionally with a heat-resistant spatula.


  Continue to check and stir chocolate in 3-minute increments, until the chocolate has completely melted and is light tan in color.


  Remove the chocolate from the oven and scrape into a bowl.


  Whisk in the coconut oil. Pour mixture through a fine sieve set over a clean mediumsized bowl to strain out any sediment. Whisk the strained mixture until it reaches room temperature, about 3 to 5 minutes. Once mixture reaches room temperature you can use it to glaze gelato balls. Cover and store leftover glaze for up to 2 days in a heat-resistant container. Reheat glaze by microwaving on medium heat in 30-second bursts, stirring after each until glaze has returned to liquid form and has reached room temperature.
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  SUGARED PEANUTS


  Adapted from Meredith Kurtzman’s recipe


  Candied nuts are a classic New York street food. At Mario Batali’s Gelōttō Cart they use them for their Banana Tartufo (page 27), but you might want to make extra for snacking.


  


  YIELD: 1 CUP


  ¼ cup light corn syrup


  1 tablespoon dark brown sugar, firmly packed


  ¼ teaspoon salt


  1 cup peanut halves


  Move oven rack to center position and preheat the oven to 350°F.


  In a large metal bowl whisk together corn syrup, brown sugar, and salt. Add peanuts and stir to coat with syrup.


  Spread nuts out onto a small sheet pan lined with a silicon baking mat or parchment paper.


  Bake for 25 to 30 minutes or until peanuts are a warm brown color. Remove from oven and using a greased offset spatula immediately scrape peanuts onto a cool metal or glass surface. Use a fork to poke peanuts apart, allowing them to separate and cool, about 30 minutes. Once peanuts are no longer too hot to handle, break up any remaining peanut clumps and store covered for up to 5 days.
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  BROWNIE COOKIES


  Adapted from Meredith Kurtzman’s recipe


  These dark chocolate cookies make an appearance as cookie crumble pieces on the Banana Tartufo (page 27) at Mario Batali’s GelōttŌ cart. Intensely chocolatey and oh, so soft, it seems almost sinful to sacrifice them to crumbling. We won’t tell if you snag one for munching.


  


  YIELD: 2 DOZEN COOKIES


  ¼ cup all-purpose flour


  ¼ teaspoon baking powder


  pinch of kosher salt


  5 ounces bittersweet chocolate, coarsely chopped


  2 ounces unsweetened chocolate, coarsely chopped


  3 tablespoons unsalted butter, cut into ½ tablespoon pieces


  2 large eggs


  [image: ] cup granulated sugar


  1 teaspoon vanilla extract


  Move oven rack to center position and preheat the oven to 350°F.


  In a medium bowl, whisk together flour, baking powder, and salt. Set aside.


  Combine chocolates and butter in a microwave-safe bowl. Cover with waxed paper and microwave on high for 30 seconds. Stir and if the chocolate isn’t completely melted, cover, and microwave in 10-second bursts, stirring in between until chocolate and butter are completely melted. Let cool, about 15 minutes.


  Add eggs and sugar to the bowl of an electric stand mixer and using the whisk attachment, beat until frothy. Add vanilla extract, and beat until soft peaks form.


  Fold beaten eggs into cooled chocolate. Gently fold flour mixture into chocolate mixture until batter is thoroughly combined.


  Stir to cool mixture slightly and using a tablespoon or 1-inch ice cream scoop, portion out cookies on a sheet pan lined with a silicon mat or parchment paper sheet pan, spacing the cookies approximately 2 inches apart. Allow shaped cookies to dry out for 5 minutes before baking.
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