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Introduction Discovering the Treasures of the Global Pantry


The ancient alchemists who fancied that they could turn lead into gold never managed the trick. But wondrous transformations had been happening nearby, and pretty much everywhere since pretty much forever. Food, under the sway of biological processes, was being cured, salted, sugared, dried, spiced, smoked, and fermented by cooks and artisans. As it was preserved, flavors concentrated and transmuted. From the Mekong Delta to the cacao-bean forests of the Olmec people in present-day Mexico, a global pantry of fantastic treasures marked the long, slow rise of the great cuisines. These treasures, the heritage of hundreds or thousands of years of food knowledge, survived to become ingredients that, today, can imbue anyone’s cooking with their flavor magic. They are, as our friend chef Keith Schroeder put it, “the gift of time in a bottle.”
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Pomegranate molasses is made the traditional way—slow reduction of bright juice to syrupy goodness—by villagers in the province of Gaziantep in southern Turkey, near the Mediterranean sea (tragically, Gaziantep was devastated by the 2023 earthquake). The result is tart, tannic, fruity, and delicious. It’s easily found in Middle Eastern food stores and good supermarkets.




For decades, these pantry treasures poured into American “ethnic” shops and markets, powered by immigration and the trade that flowed in its wake. Most were sold to their immigrant communities, although any curious cook in a midsize city could find a good number of them. Then, accelerating as the 20th century progressed, came a great awakening to flavors that had been hiding in plain sight all along. Millions of Americans tasted dishes in restaurants and markets that were made delicious, in part, by the global pantry. The American palate has expanded remarkably since then, and today the foods and flavors of Thailand, Korea, China, India, Mexico, Israel, Lebanon, and so many more cuisines that Americans go nuts for in restaurants can be brought into the home—easily, cheaply, deliciously.

But these foods and flavors are not brought home, many of them, usually. Partly this is because they’re intimidating or assumed to be useful only in the dishes they’re associated with, rather than understood as powerful and versatile new tools for the cook’s toolbox. And partly because, however mall-ubiquitous Thai and other restaurants have become, ingredients like makrut lime leaves are rarely seen or explained in chain supermarkets. For every thoroughly mainstreamed elixir, like sriracha or balsamic vinegar, a hundred other pantry products, often much more tasty, are still mostly used by cooks who know and love them because their mothers or fathers did: fermented fish sauces from Vietnam, fruity chile pastes from Peru, salted lemons from Morocco, gochujang from Korea. Yet these flavor bombs represent some of the easiest ways to elevate anyone’s cooking. The secrets of the global pantry are there for anyone to borrow.

This is the idea behind The Global Pantry Cookbook—embracing a broad and playful flavor inclusiveness through global pantry exploration. Of course, the products we celebrate in these pages have long been essential to “American cooking,” when the phrase is used to mean all the cooking in American kitchens, whether in homes or restaurants, and not some narrower slice of the pie. But these global pantry products may not yet be used in your kitchen. To shop widely, to trip joyfully down all the aisles of the global pantry, sampling its treasures, is an adventure and education for any cook.

The variety of products is astonishing. There are 300-plus jars of chile pastes and related mixtures on just one side of one aisle in the pan-Asian supermarket, H Mart, a few miles from Scott’s Colorado home (there are almost 100 outlets of this wonderful chain nationwide—look for one near you). There are more than 50 masala spice mixtures at a tiny Indian store 3 miles away. Nine sour creams in a local Latin supermarket. The number of such products that have been creeping into Whole Foods, Costco, and Walmart is heartening. When local shops don’t provide, there’s the infinitely expanding array of global pantry shelves that is the internet. For those living in small towns or rural areas, the web is the global pantry, the delivery truck the last-mile version of a 16th-century ship just in from the Malabar Coast, bearing cardamom, cloves, and nutmeg.
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Of course, as cooks we’re interested in what these products can do for us, tonight, for dinner. Fascinated by and respectful of traditional uses, we are always looking for something new. This is the American way, one supposes, until one eats in a Tokyo spaghetti shop, with its uni and pasta and mozzarella, everything quick-cooked in a wok, and realizes that cross-cultural mash-ups define the history of much global cooking. When we brush fish sauce onto ribs before grilling, we’re mindful that we’re deploying an artisanal food whose roots go back thousands of years. The ancient oceanic umami of the fish sauce lifts and concentrates the beefiness of the beef. And that is often the role of global pantry ingredients in our recipes: to blend into a dish, to tie threads together and sing a background melody. They boost flavors, add depth or heat or fragrance or acidic zing, improve texture, or finish dishes on an elusive, delicious note. This is their alchemical power. One slice of Allan Benton’s profoundly smoked Tennessee Mountain bacon does the flavor work of six slices of boring factory stuff. By the time the sweet wine of Banyuls, France, has spent years lounging in barrels to become Banyuls vinegar, a spoonful generates an ethereal loveliness in a salad dressing or a sauce that no industrial balsamic or red wine vinegar comes close to matching. A dab of shrimp paste from Indonesia brings a platter of sweet, slippery fried noodles to a place of gorgeous flavor. A glug of oyster sauce makes the meatiest pot roast ever.

Yes, the gift of time in a bottle usually costs a bit more than cheap, bland, processed imitators. The deep deliciousness of global pantry products reflects hard-earned skills and, often, requires better ingredients. But many of these products are used in small amounts and will last on shelves or in the fridge or freezer for months. Many often come in small and light packages, so they ship economically, especially if you have a free shipping program or if you gang up several items in a single order, which also cuts down on environmental waste.



How We Embarked on Our Global Pantry Adventure

Way back in the ’80s, as a greenhorn writer backpacking in Asia, Scott had lunch with a member of the Thai royal family in a tiny seaside village outside Bangkok. Mom Rajawongse Thanadsri Svasti was the most famous food critic in the nation of gourmands that is Thailand, a former pop singer and soap opera actor of national acclaim. He had grown up in palaces, eaten the royal cuisine, but championed the roots of his country’s food, with little notion of class. The point of the visit to the fishing village was an exquisite lunch, but first, the prince announced, there would be a tasting of fish sauces made by local artisans.
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What Scott supposed about straight-from-the-bottle fish sauce then was what a prairie-born child might suppose: ick, fishy. Prince Thanadsri smacked his lips with each spoonful of amber liquid and discussed with the beaming producers the nuances of production and style that yielded different-tasting sauces made a few hundred meters from one another. Stink was there, of course, in the same way that Roquefort or aged prime beef has the pong of enzymatic transformation, but also sweetness and caramel-savoriness and a lot more: profound qualities that we now know today by the word umami.

In Mississippi, about the same time, Ann was growing up, daughter of a Korean mother who had come to the United States with her husband, an American soldier, in the 1960s. Ann adored boiled peanuts and bulgogi, fried catfish and gimbap, gas-station potato logs and gojuchang-spiced ribs. Later she would win a James Beard award for her account in Cooking Light magazine of the complicated, sometimes heartbreaking entanglements of her heritage. The article’s title, “Mississippi Chinese Lady Goes Home to Korea,” conveys the confusions that came with growing up in an area where ignorant kids called her “some kind of Chinese.” To be obviously foreign to most Southerners, yet not Korean enough to many Koreans, created a dual otherness that mixed-race children know well. (As her husband, Patrick, would tell her many years later, “Ann, you are a Hyundai. You might be born and made in America, but you are a Korean product.”) Yet the Deep South, with some of America’s oldest and greatest and most entangled cooking traditions, has always been, and always will be, her beloved home. It was the place where the joy of eating dialectically—Deep South, Far East—was understood.
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This global/local mash-up heritage is the source of Ann’s inspired recipe for smoky pimento kim cheese. The succulent flavor-bomb mixture is flecked with funky kimchi (a food now sold in her local Publix grocery store in Ann’s home, Birmingham, Alabama). The pimento is smoked because, well, because. The mass of sharp Cheddar goodness is given unctuous unity by the king of American mayos, Duke’s. The result is a quintessential American treat with global ambitions. Why not scoop it up with the big krupuk—shrimp crackers—that Scott fell for at the age of 10 in Java? The recipe suggests you do, and we outline the fun job of frying those crunchy crackers here.

About the year that Ann was born, Scott moved from Saskatoon, Saskatchewan, to Surakarta, Java, when his father, a doctor, took a job with CARE to teach in local hospitals. Back home, “spicy” food had contained quantities of chile barely detectable by laboratory equipment. At a meal at a Chinese restaurant in Jakarta, the universe was revealed to be a much richer, much more wonderful creation (and more painful, when a tiny green chile eaten whole seemed hotter than the sun). Soon, the family was eating Chinese frog’s legs in black bean sauce, Sumatran fiery beef rendang, and Balinese stewed duck. Over seven and a half years of living in Indonesia and, later, Afghanistan, food-obsessed travel was the family’s recreation, most of it in less-than-fancy restaurants, often from food stalls and roadside shacks and the kitchens of kind hosts.

In 2009, Scott and Ann met in Birmingham as food magazine editors at Cooking Light, where Ann directed a test kitchen that had developed thousands of recipes, many her own. The magazine had a huge audience, and its goal was to steer the concept of healthy American cooking away from outdated low-fat rules and into the wide world of global flavors and dishes where meat often played a supporting rather than starring role. It was a time of fun and ferment. The Korean-American Southerner introduced the ex-Canadian to field peas, scuppernongs, properly fried catfish, Benton’s bacon, and the finer points of bourbon-fueled porch-sit storytelling—and to the milky Korean rice beer called makgeolli and the chewy rice cakes called tteokbokki. Scott shared peanutty Indonesian sauces, kecap manis–robed satays, salty palm sugar ice cream, and the great Canadian tradition of the butter tart, which, he maintains—heretically in the South, but with some converts in Ann’s family—is superior to any pecan pie (the butter tart recipe is enhanced with Southern sorghum syrup, a beloved pantry star, more complex and tangy than the dark corn syrup usually used in the frozen north).

The roots of the recipes in this book, in the end, reflect the Heinz 57 cultural mash-up history of the authors. Our approach is social, casual, and communal. That’s why you’ll find lots of finger foods and snacks, grilled things, and cheaper cuts of meat. The recipes are mostly lively fusions. The main idea is relaxed cooking with big flavors, in the happy-family, good-friends-eating-together way, tapping into the endless joys of global flavor creativity. This is—with all those loyal pantry helpers invited to the party—our idea of fun.




So Whose Flavors Are These, Anyway?

To cook from the global pantry⁕ is to taste the umami of human history, an infinitely tangled and often bloody story. Imagine a brilliantly colored map, animating movement of global foods. Bright arrows shoot this way and that, representing flavor vectors that moved across time, space, and cultures.


⁕Remembering, first, that the American pantry has deep roots in plants and foods of the Indigenous peoples, including iconic foods like maple syrup, blueberries, wild rice, pecans, sarsaparilla, cranberries, and on and on. Such foods fueled early explorers and colonizers, shared by Indigenous peoples and often stolen from them. Pemmican was the original American energy bar, and the word is Cree.
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On this flavor-vector map, sea and land trade routes—Asia to the Mediterranean, China to Rome, across North Africa, across pre-Columbian Central America—radiate as superhighways. The ruts and wakes are deep, broad, ancient. Carbon dating of Phoenician clay bottles suggests the spice trade from Southeast Asia to Europe dates back 3,000 years. Evidence of the storage of fermented foods stretches back at least 9,000 years. Foods that could survive a journey over land or water did, aided by all the tricks of pantry preservation, following the migration of peoples as well as the returning-home paths of plundering armies.
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The origin story of any given flavor vector is not always clear. Similar treats popped up half a world away. Consider fish sauce—oceanic umami in a jar—a quintessential flavor-alchemy powerhouse used in many of our recipes. The Romans adored fermented fish sauce, as did the Greeks before them. In Latin it was called garum. It flowed into Rome and out to all points of the Empire. Containers were often branded. Competition raged. Roman fish sauce barrels have been found in Germany and England. A factory discovered in what is now Morocco could produce hundreds of thousands of gallons of the stuff per year.

Meanwhile, in Southeast Asia, probably in the area now called Vietnam, fish sauce also appeared, precisely when is unknown, possibly adapted from the ancient fermentation skills of the nearby Chinese, possibly locally invented, possibly hauled as garum from Rome. Wherever it began, Asian fish sauce streamed outward to become a staple of pantries all over Southeast Asia, and related products are used in Japan, Korea, and China today. Now, Asian fish sauce is profusely manufactured, while garum, though still made in small quantities in Italy, is more or less a historical footnote.

The energy of the great flavor vectors was uncontainable. Even as Japan closed to the outside world for centuries, for example, one trading arrangement remained, centered around a tiny island, with the Dutch. It was Dutch ships, likely, that took soy sauce to England in the 17th century and to New Amsterdam in the 18th. Similar ships hauled Indonesian treasures back to Europe from the islands the Dutch brutally colonized; today, Dutch companies still make very good Indonesian sambals, and the Indonesian rice table meal is probably the best meal to be had in the Netherlands.



As for American cooking—and here, again, we mean all the cooking that happens in the country—it’s a long tale of flavors from the tasty margins fighting their way into the blander, dominant middle. To see how this worked, consider the story of soy sauce. The soybean brew—fermented agricultural umami in a bottle—is millennia old and among the most popular of global pantry ingredients. In recent years, it has outsold both barbecue sauces and hot sauces in the United States. Its path from “exotic” curiosity to immigrant symbol of identity to ubiquitous seasoning in Main Street Chinese restaurants to, today, dipping sauce in $300-a-meal omakase sushi temples traces the pain and triumphs of several cultures—Chinese, Japanese, and, later, Korean—whose people helped build the country but were repeatedly barred entry by laws and discrimination, and sometimes criminally interred even when they were citizens.


In 1918, a Japanese immigrant named Shinzo Ohki started the Oriental Show-You Company of Detroit. Show-You was a play on the Japanese word for soy sauce, shoyu, but Ohki was clearly bent on capitalizing on the first breakout dish of Asian cuisine in White America: chop suey. We have an undated copy of a 24-page Oriental Show-You recipe booklet, an early example of what is now called content marketing (today, Ohki would surely be on Instagram). It begins with a recipe for “Japanese Chop-Suey (Sukiyaki)”—served on toast if you didn’t have rice—and proceeds through various chop sueys to an egg foo yung, a chow mein, and other noodle dishes, and then sprinkles in Spanish rice, meatloaf, and baked beans. Was this appropriation, pandering, or canny outreach? No, it was cooking in the context of small-business survival. It has long been the strategy of pantry-product hawkers to avoid what one Tabasco strategist told us years ago was the horror of “high household penetration and low usage.” Imagine the challenges Ohki faced in 1918. Sell the stuff to anyone who will have it, and hope it doesn’t languish on the pantry shelf, that’s the ticket.
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What is believed to be the first English-language Chinese cookbook in the United States was published in 1911 in Detroit a few years before the Show-You Company began: Chinese Cookery in the Home Kitchen, by Jessie Louise Nolton, published by the Chino-American Publishing Company. Nolton pointed readers to the local availability of exciting new foods for their pantries, including what she called Chinese Seasoning Sauce—“a rather salty sauce with a meaty flavor”—surely soy sauce. Get thee to Chinatown, was the message: “The special ingredients used in the preparation of the Chinese dishes can be procured from the Chinese merchants and as these merchants are found in almost every city of any size in America, it is not a difficult matter to make the necessary purchases before beginning to experiment with the recipes.”
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Still, American cooking—and this time we mean the food of the bland dominant middle, celebrated in the “women’s magazines”—rarely involved this sort of flavor outreach. You can call up the 1918 edition of the landmark Boston Cooking School Cook Book online, search its 650-plus pages, and find scant mention of “Chinese” or “Japanese” or “soy sauce” or “chop suey.” No mention of barbecue (already a huge deal in the South and the North, claimed by whites but mostly the product of hundreds of years of kitchen ingenuity by Black people), and very limited use of “Mexican.” Curry powder and cayenne had crept into the pantry, and there are a couple of gumbos, but cooking was stolidly European—more likely jellied than spiced—and even then, not much Italian or Greek. (This is not to condescend to the cooks of the past, whose pies and roasts and preserves could be sublime, it’s just to say that the Main Street pantry was not much awake to the wider ferment in American cooking culture, whether the Creole or Gullah excitement in the South or the Portuguese deliciousness in New England.)

Then came the rise of the factories, like a culinary Skynet from the future. By the 1950s, if one trusts the ads (which one doesn’t, really), Americans wanted to give up real cooking at the urging of the food processors. A postwar fever dream of factory-to-table eating took over: the denatured mush of the Swanson’s TV dinner (1954) and, later, the sailing into port of that seafaring geezer, Cap’n Crunch, and his sugary brethren. This, it seemed, would be the efficient future of American cuisine. The Main Street pantry, if most recipes from the 1950s and early 1960s magazines and cookbooks are an indicator, was quite bare of the interesting foods that were bursting out of the pork stores of Little Italy or the shops of Chinatown.
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Yet the global pantry would prove irresistible. The Second World War had tweaked the palates of the more adventurous returning soldiers. Asian flavors crept into tiki-bar restaurants such as Trader Vic’s. As the ’60s progressed, with global jet travel booming, American tourists invaded Europe, then Asia, India, and beyond. Waves of hippies made their stoned way from London to Kathmandu overland. They returned, palates enlightened. A new interest in natural foods arose at home, exploring fermentation and other ancient pantry-food practices. Most important, legal barriers fell and fantastic waves of immigrants came to the US, bringing their foods and foodways and opening shops and restaurants, food trucks and market stands. The great comingling of flavors could begin.

All this caused the American foodie revolution. It began, roughly, in the 1970s, although foreshadowed by Julia Child a decade earlier, and continues to accelerate and change the supermarkets and even the food processing industry today. There was a booming interest in so-called ethnic restaurants, an efflorescence of cookbooks and cooking shows, an explosion of farmers markets, and an astonishing rise of—by now—two generations of artisan–food makers. The revolution spread from the coasts to the middle. There was, too, the rise of chef culture (and then the recent reassessment of male-dominated, heroic chef culture), and a deeper sorting out of whose food traditions are actually responsible for all this bounty. Recently, on Instagram and TikTok, the revolution has been socialized.

All this, taken together, joyously, with the widest embrace, is what we mean by global pantry cooking. The way we think of it, each act of Global Pantryism keeps some thread of food culture alive and evolving—even as a great crisis, global warming, threatens agriculture around the world. The mantra of Global Pantryism is learn, buy, cook, eat, repeat. Blessed are the food makers. We love nothing more than to wander the aisles of H Mart, the farmers markets of Birmingham, the fine import stores of Brooklyn or Seattle, or the backroads of Vermont or New Mexico, where small farm-based artisans are tucked away: There’s always something new, which usually turns out to be very old. To paraphrase Walt Whitman, American cooking is large. It contains multitudes. It only falls to each of us to stock the pantry well.
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A Brief Note About How Our Recipes Work

First of all, they do work. We cross-tested each other’s recipes to make sure the steps are clear, times are accurate, and flavors are as they’re supposed to be. The importance of cross-testing was something we learned back in our magazine days. We would picture a cook in Akron or San Mateo putting their reputation on the line by cooking our version of chicken curry for family and friends. Their success at the table was something we took personally.

We know that even adventurous cooks will not have experience with every ingredient, method, and mash-up approach, so the recipe format is methodical, making its flavor “argument” in a headnote, providing shopping and cooking tips, then correlating the ingredients and steps in as logical a way as possible.
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When the Yagisawa Shouten soy sauce factory was destroyed in the 2011 Japanese tsunami, the owners feared 200 years of family tradition had been lost. But a small amount of the “moromi”—the mold-injected rice mash that, like a sourdough starter, is used to perpetuate the fermentation indefinitely—was discovered unharmed. With crowdfunding, the factory was rebuilt.








Global Pantry Products Used in This Book


These are the globally made, and usually locally sold, short-cut flavor builders that you’ll find in our recipes and that make so much difference in everyday cooking. This list—and the recipes for our own pantry favorites—is only a taste of the discoveries available. Every visit to good food shops yields new treasures. We like to support specialty stores in the community—Indian, Mexican, Arabic, French, Japanese, and on and on—where owners are often eager to advise about brands, flavor, and quality. When looking online, Amazon is the logical first choice, because it’s a fantastic virtual global pantry in its own right, but specialty importers and makers, dedicated to national or regional foods or to ingredients such as spices, should be searched, too. The web is an aggregator of passionate specialists, and it’s there that we found the best sumac and Tellicherry peppercorns, the best collection of Indonesian sambals, and of course the home page of Benton’s country ham and bacon. Note that, in addition to the list here, you’ll find additional products in this book under the Try This! heading.



Anchovies


	Wee fish fillets cured in olive oil

	Ocean umami, melt-away texture
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Preserved fish are prized globally for their flavor-boost powers. Our recipes use anchovies that are filleted, cured, salted, and packed with olive oil. These are not the often more expensive—and fiddly—anchovies sold from large tins of salt. Sadly, anchovy populations are under enormous pressure because they are essential food for other fish and for birds. Very few fisheries rate as sustainable (and the “wild-caught” claim on labels is meaningless), though Argentina and Peru are working toward sustainability. Our solution is to use these fish judiciously, for maximum effect, and to buy from brands, such as King Oscar, that seem to be striving to improve.

Shopping Intel: The King Oscar brand is available in many supermarkets. Anchovy paste, in a tube, is an acceptable substitute in dishes in which you intend to entirely dissolve the fish.

Recipes: Slow tomato toasts ● Chicken Marbella update ● Spicy breadcrumb pasta ● Pizza-ladière

Other Uses: Finely chop and mash into good olive oil for a crudité dip, or make a simple vinaigrette for baked leeks or sautéed fennel. Drape on pizza and flatbreads.

Storage: Store tins in cool places. Once a tin is open, transfer the fish to a tight jar with their oil and store in the fridge, where they will keep for months.
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Andouille Sausage


	Louisiana’s iconic sausage

	Meaty, smoky, spicy
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Andouille has French roots, of course, but the most famous andouille town in Louisiana, LaPlace, is in an area known as the German Coast, and Louisiana butchers of German descent see German DNA in their recipes. Where traditional French andouille is a coarse mixture of intestinal bits, Louisianan andouille is meatier. The heavily smoked sausage combines pork shoulder with pepper, chile, garlic, and sometimes a range of other herbs and spices. The result is spicy and dense, often with bits of fat visible, which lends smoky goodness to gumbos and such. Do not confuse with funky French andouille.

Shopping Intel: Of the national brands widely sold, Aidells is quite good. Venerable andouille makers like Jacob’s in LaPlace (cajunsausage.com) will ship.




[image: ]





Recipes: Shrimp boil hush puppies ● Smoked gouda grits

Other Uses: Good andouille flavors any soup or stew it swims in, and marries well with beans, tomatoes, rice, chicken, and seafood, whether added in slices or diced with onions, garlic, and celery to get foundational flavors under way.

Storage: In fridge for a week unopened, in freezer for months.
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Banyuls Vinegar


	Long-aged French vinegar

	Grapey, tart, ethereal
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This vinegar is made from the grenache-based sweet wine of the same name in a southeast region of France, near Spain. Seek bottles with four, five, or even six years of barrel aging. Unlike industrial-production wine vinegars, Banyuls is deeply grapey though bone dry, with a haunting, persistent, piercing, sun-roasted fruity-nutty quality on the tongue and an aroma that you just have to experience.

Shopping Intel: Sold in some French or European specialty-food stores, but Amazon and other online sources are a good alternative. Pricey (up to $20 for a bottle), but powerfully worth every drop.

Recipes: Roasted cauliflower salad ● Cherry-beet salad ● Cantaloupe halloumi salad ● All the Tomato Goodness ● Pork and pineapple ● Pork tenderloin ● Leeks with pine nut sauce ● Potato and leek salad ● Custardy sweet potatoes ● No-churn strawberry ice cream pie

Other Uses: Pretty much any savory dish that will be elevated by a touch of acidic, nutty zing.

Storage: Months or longer in the pantry.



Benton’s Bacon


	Tennessee’s old-timey bacon

	Smoky, salty, piggy, powerful
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Benton’s is so smoky that a single slice can flavor a pot of sauce or soup or stew. We were privileged more than once to tour Allan Benton’s modest cinderblock operation in the Tennessee Smoky Mountains, where rows of hams hang for nine months or more in dim rooms that have a sublime reek. This is, as Allan told us once, holler-born food of hillbilly heritage, based on family recipes for the long curing of pork in hot places.

Shopping Intel: We buy direct from bentonscountryham.com. Buy four or even eight packs (great gifts for foodie friends, or go halfsies with a neighbor) to bring the cost, including shipping, into reasonable territory.

Recipes: Hasseltots ● Chicken soup with wontons ● Tomato galette ● Smoky bacon ketchup ● Panko pain perdu ● Potato and leek salad

Other Uses: Although we deploy Benton’s for its magnificent flavoring power in stews, soups, and tomato sauces, it’s incredible when fried up for a bacon-and-eggs debauch. A half slice on a burger is great. Sprinkle bits into caramelized onions for an onion-feta pizza.

Storage: In the freezer for ages; an open pack will last for a week or longer in the fridge.



Black Walnuts


	America’s finest foraged nut

	Earthy, tannic, crunchy
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The eastern American black walnut tree drops nuts whose husks contain a black substance known to stain the mouths of squirrels who “scatter hoard” their treasures for winter dining. These are among the very best of all the nuts, with the familiar tannic edge and oily, tender crunch, plus an earthier flavor that you must taste. Black walnuts are rarely orchard-grown; they’re hand-harvested by folks who have trees on their property or who forage in the woods. The Hammons company is at the center of keeping this sustainable industry alive.
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Shopping Intel: Fairly easy to find in the nut section of good supermarkets. As with all nuts, larger quantities are far cheaper—buy online, toast (see here), and freeze.

Recipes: Baked Brie with honey ● Multigrain pancakes ● Chicken salad sandwiches ● Coconut banana pudding

Other Uses: Salads, banana breads, ice cream sundaes, muffins, cookies—any dish that would benefit from an earthy nut.

Storage: In an airtight container, with no light, they’ll keep for a few weeks in the fridge, much longer in the freezer.



Calabrian Chiles


	Italian heat in a jar

	Fruity, bright, hot, supple
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You’ll taste a distinct, fruity flavor—as if a tomato and a serrano had a love child—and persistent though not devastating heat. Often sold chopped and jarred with olive oil (the sort used in this book), they don’t have the raw quality of fresh chiles and don’t need reconstituting like dried. They’re supple and delicious out of the jar when thinly smeared on salami-and-cheese sandwiches, and maintain their bright flavor in, say, a tomato relish or simple oil-and-garlic pasta sauce. They have a Scoville heat rating somewhere in the zone of Tabasco sauce.

Shopping Intel: Look in the condiment section of better supermarkets and Whole Foods and in specialty food stores. Easily found online.

Recipes: Quick hummus ● Brie with honey ● Spicy breadcrumb pasta

Other Uses: Try in any sauce, relish, or topping (for pizzas or focaccia) that benefits from heat. They play well with lemon, capers, anchovies, and the full range of Mediterranean flavors.

Storage: Unopened jars keep indefinitely in the pantry. Once open, they’ll last for weeks in the fridge, but can eventually turn moldy; one option is to freeze half for later use.
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Capers


	Mediterranean sunshine flavor bombs

	Earthy, “green,” salty
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Capers are the dried buds of the caper bush and taste like Mediterranean sunshine in a jar, if the sun were green and salty. They’re the quintessential high-flavor pantry product, worth buying in big volume: super versatile, keeps for ages.

Capers are sorted in several sizes, but the wee “nonpareil” ones are the most common in the United States. They come packed in salt or vinegar, but we like the salted variety—more rustic, less pickly—which do need a rinsing and brief soaking to get the sodium-attack down.

Shopping Intel: In the pickle and condiment sections of most supermarkets, but pricey. Hunt for larger, cheaper quantities in specialty stores or online. We buy 28-ounce jars online for a third of the supermarket cost per ounce.

Recipes: Slow tomato toasts ● Ravioli with very slow tomatoes ● Spicy breadcrumb pasta

Other Uses: Capers brighten almost any savory dish that has a Mediterranean flavor profile. We fry them in a bit of olive oil until crisp, for both the oil and the crunchy bits (see here).

Storage: A jar of salted capers will keep for months on the shelf.
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Chili Crisp


	Chinese-style spoonable heat

	Crunchy, roasty, spicy
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The recent darling of American chile heads comes in many guises and from many places: China, of course, where Lao Gan Ma (Old Godmother brand) was launched in the late ’90s, but also Japan and many small producers around the United States. Common to all is the primacy of crunch as much as fire. Dried things—chiles, sweet red peppers, onion, and garlic—are immersed in oil, along with, sometimes, sugar, sesame, black beans, soybeans, and more. Heat levels vary. (Nerdy spelling note: Although we typically spell the word “chile” with an -e when referring to hot peppers, Asian product names tend to use the -i spelling for the same.)

Shopping Intel: Many specialty stores carry chili crisp. Small fancy producers charge multiples of the $3 to $4 cost of Lao Gan Ma at Chinese or Asian food stores. Trader Joe’s has its own inexpensive version, heavy on the onion. Lots of brands are available online.

Recipes: Chicken soup with wontons ● Cabbage rolls with pork ● Spicy chicken and waffles ● Double-crispy eggplant ● Mississippi potato logs

Other Uses: Delicious spooned over grilled meat or shrimp. Lovely added to noodles as they stir-fry. Add to spicy marinades. Killer on fries or tater tots.

Storage: Keeps indefinitely in the fridge.



Chipotles in Adobo


	Mexico’s two-in-one pantry star

	Hot, smoky-rich, tangy, saucy
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Dried and smoked jalapeños are reconstituted in a mixture whose recipe has a Spanish origin, adobo. Mexican adobo usually contains onion, garlic, sugar, vinegar, paprika, and herbs such as bay leaves and oregano, plus salt and sugar. Think tangy, smoky, not-sweet barbecue sauce—quite hot—with a bonus clutch of supple whole smoky chiles in the mix.

Shopping Intel: Almost any Hispanic or Mexican section in a supermarket will have at least one variety. After tasting five brands, we loved La Morena for its smooth, smoky balanced adobo, not too hot, and its large, plump, succulent chipotles.

Recipes: Fast skillet chili ● Birria-style sandwiches ● Chipotle chili for hot dogs

Other Uses: Puree for a ready-made thick sauce of considerable complexity and fire. Add to chilis, black beans, and barbecue sauces. Stir some of the adobo sauce into sour cream or Greek yogurt for a dip or taco topping. Chop and put in mashed Yukon gold or sweet potatoes.

Storage: In an unopened can, for years. After opening, a week or so in the fridge. Can chop or puree leftovers and freeze in ice cube trays for longer storage.



Coconut Milk and Cream


	Plant-based curry and dessert essential

	Creamy, rich, coconutty, mouth-filling
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For richness, in savory and sweet dishes, nothing is as handy in the global pantry as a can of coconut milk. But shopper beware: Quality varies dramatically, both in taste and fat content. We’ve opened some cheaper cans and tossed the contents after tasting off flavors or additives or encountering a strange texture. Pay a bit more, and note the brands you prefer.
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There are several reasons for this variability. It’s surely true that production quality varies in the many countries involved in the booming coconut industry (just as there has been widespread fraud and adulteration in olive oil production for decades). Manufacturing standards allow for plenty of leeway, in terms of fat and solids content. Most producers add stabilizers such as guar gum to smooth texture and reduce the separation of the fat and solids from the coconut water. Those stabilizers don’t mean bad flavor, necessarily, but fewer additives are preferred, and if you find a brand that lists only coconut and water on the label, try it. Warming a can in hot water for a few minutes will make it easy to mix the solids by shaking.


Coconut milk is 10 percent fat, while the cream, used for richer dishes, has twice as much. (Make sure you don’t accidentally buy cream of coconut, the sweet syrupy stuff used for piña coladas.) We tend to ignore less flavorful light coconut milk: You’re paying for thickeners and water. Note that you can also find coconut milk powder in Asian stores and online: It’s useful, in a pinch, when you run out of cans, in both savory and sweet recipes. There’s also sweetened condensed coconut milk, a nondairy version of the milky version, that is powerfully coconutty. We use it in our no-churn ice cream with peaches and miso caramel.


Shopping Intel: Most supermarkets, as well as Whole Foods and Trader Joe’s, carry both coconut milk and the richer coconut cream, and there are many house and organic brands. You’ll find sweetened condensed coconut milk either near the evaporated milk or in the Asian foods section. In Asian food stores, you can find a huge selection, including tiny cans for smaller portions.
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Recipes: Our wedge salad ● Fish curry ● Chile shrimp and coconut grits ● Pan-seared scallops ● Singapore-ish Succotash ● Green beans in coconut gravy ● Coconut banana pudding ● Peach sundaes with coconut ice cream

Other Uses: They are legion, in savory and curry-flavored sauces, stews, soups. Treat coconut milk and cream gently on the stove; they do not want to be boiled hard, lest the fat separate (unless making a dish like beef rendang). And of course coconut milk is not a direct substitute for dairy cream, since it adds a boatload of coconut flavor. The one trick in cold dishes, such as ice creams, is making sure the coconut fat is thoroughly emulsified or blended; unlike heavy cream, it can resolve into fatty bits if you fail to gently warm and emulsify it before adding to other ingredients.
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Storage: Stable for months or years in unopened cans. Once opened, store leftovers well sealed in the fridge and use within a week or two. We freeze leftovers, sealing 1-cup quantities in freezer bags.



Curry Leaves


	Essential flavor of subcontinental cooking

	Aromatic, herbal, peppery
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Curry leaves add a unique, uncomparable “green” and faintly peppery foundational flavor during the crucial early stages of spice blending and tempering in many curries. They’re also sometimes added later on, as a garnish. They are particularly popular in Southern Indian and Sri Lankan cuisine (and in Indian-influenced Southeast Asian cooking). They have nothing to do with curry powder.

Shopping Intel: Look in the fridge of any good Indian grocery store. They’re delicate, so buy a day or so before use. (We have found dried versions pointless for our purposes.)

Recipes: Fish curry ● Shakshuka with Indian flavors ● Crispy-Crusty Roast Potatoes

Other Uses: We toss curry leaves into the rice cooker with the rice and water, then fish them out before serving the rice, now gently infused with their leafy goodness. They add an intriguing note to a spicy chicken soup or fish stew. Delicious in tomato-based sauces and soups.

Storage: A few days in the fridge, longer in the freezer, where they will retain some of their flavor in a pinch.



Fish Sauce and Shrimp Paste


	Ocean umami from fermented sea creatures

	Savory, salty, fishy, strong
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Fish sauce is made from small saltwater or freshwater fish that are salted and left to ferment in earthen vessels, wood barrels, or concrete tanks in the tropical heat for a year, sometimes two years or longer. The translucent amber-to-dark-maple-colored result, nuac mam in Vietnam and nam pla in Thailand, is one of the world’s great umami engines (it’s made and used in other East Asian countries, too, from Laos to the Philippines to Korea to China, where it goes by other names). The undeniable fishiness is a feature, not a bug, part of a vibrant and persistent salty-nutty-caramel sort of sea essence. Fish sauce is the basis of dipping and flavoring sauces you’ll see at the table in Vietnamese and Thai restaurants, often mixed with garlic, chile, lime, and herbs. It’s also widely used in salads, soups, marinated and grilled dishes, on and on. Think of it as the foundational sea-soul of these cuisines, used inland as well as on the coasts.

Quality varies and can be clearly tasted above the sea aromas. In recent years, Asian stores have made room for higher-end brands such as Red Boat, Megachef, and Son, which are worth seeking out. On some of the better sauces you’ll see a rating, such as 30˚N, indicating the nitrogen level, reflecting the amount of fish protein. Higher N counts generally mean more intense flavor and aroma: Red Boat’s 40˚N first-press sauce, for example, is notably more intense and concentrated than their second-press 31˚N version. One interesting addition is sugar, reflecting regional tastes. It’s found in Megachef’s Thai sauce, which has a 30˚N rating and is noticeably sweet, and in the very good Squid brand, also from Thailand; it’s absent in Red Boat’s sauces, which are from Vietnam.

Shrimp paste, meanwhile, called belacan in Malaysia, terasi in Indonesia, kapi in Thailand, and by other names in many countries in the region, is a dense solid made from fermented shrimp. It’s a foundational ingredient in sambals and various dishes, fried with spices and garlic and onion into a fragrant flavor base to which chiles, seafood, or vegetables are added.
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Shopping Intel: Because a bottle will last ages (recipes usually call for a teaspoon to a tablespoon), it’s worth buying a top-rated brand—as much as $15. The popularity of Thai food has pushed fish sauce into the international aisles of better supermarkets, but of course you’ll find a much wider variety—and lower prices—in a good Asian supermarket, including our favorite brands, named above, which may cost three or four times as much as a cheap sauce does. It’s worth it.

Recipes: Shrimp cocktail ● BBQ short ribs ● Cabbage rolls with pork ● Chewy rice cakes ● Crabby fried rice ● Chile shrimp and coconut grits ● Indonesian-style fried noodles ● Singapore-ish Succotash ● Green beans in coconut gravy


Other Uses: Because of its ocean-umami power, fish sauce is great lightly brushed onto grilled seafood and beef, and of course in many Thai and Vietnamese dishes including green papaya and green mango salads. You wouldn’t put it into a very subtle chowder, but it adds zing to, say, a cioppino-style seafood soup or a gumbo, especially if you don’t have good fish stock for those dishes. Go easy, though—you can always add more.

Storage: Keeps indefinitely in the pantry after opening, but watch for finicky pop-up lids that stay popped up and lead to evaporation.
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Furikake


	Bits of sea and seeds for sprinkling

	Savory, seedy, earthy, herbal, sweet
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To address a national dietary calcium deficiency in Japan in the early 20th century, a pharmacist named Suekichi Yoshimaru created a nutritional supplement from ground-up dried fish bones (calcium—but also umami), crumbled seaweed, sesame seeds, and poppy seeds. The mixture was called Gohan no Tomo (“Friend of Rice”). It was a hit. Today, there are many blends, consisting of dried fish and chopped or crumbled nori (seaweed) mixed with things like toasted sesame seeds, chiles, dried egg, shiso, wasabi, yuzu, or umeboshi (salted pickled plums).

Shopping Intel: You’ll find the widest variety of furikake options at Japanese grocery stores or large Asian supermarkets. We’ve seen it in the Asian foods sections of chain supermarkets, too, and at Trader Joe’s.

Recipes: Sesame wokcorn ● Our wedge salad ● Avocado toast

Other Uses: Sprinkle on anything that could use a crunchy-savory lift: eggs, noodles, stir-fried or roasted vegetables, hummus, French fries or tater tots, creamy soups, even a seafood pizza.

Storage: Tightly sealed, will last for months in the pantry.



Ghee


	The other great cooking fat

	Beefy, milky, rich, aromatic
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Butter is heated, separating and lightly cooking the milk solids, yielding a flavor that many call “nutty” or “grassy” but the best ghee to us tastes profoundly of the cow, the way that pecorino cheese tastes of the sheep. With the solids removed, ghee tolerates higher heat than butter. Its flavor infuses curries and anything else it’s used in. Some varieties are made from cultured cream and have a tangy aspect.

Shopping Intel: Several small-production American makers sell through health-food stores and Whole Foods, but good ghee is ubiquitous—and usually less expensive—in Indian supermarkets. It’s also sold in Middle Eastern stores. Avoid so-called vegetable ghee, which is basically margarine.

Recipes: Hasseltots ● Strip steak ● Lamb kebabs ● Creamy curry with paneer ● Shakshuka with Indian flavors ● Roasted squash ● Crispy-Crusty Roast Potatoes

Other Uses: Any time you’re browning beef or other foods that would benefit from a beefy flavor, you can use ghee. It’s lovely brushed on hot chapatis and other Indian breads and stirred into basmati rice.

Storage: Shelf-stable in the pantry after opening.



Gochujang


	Essential Korean chile paste

	Hot, roasted, complex, funky, sweet
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Thick, glossy, and deep red, gochujang is a powerhouse of spicy, salty, fermented flavors, rounded out with a little sweetness. It’s made from fermented soybeans, gochugaru (Korean ground red pepper), salt, and sticky rice. It’s essential in Korean cooking, starring in Ann’s beloved street food treat tteokbokki (chewy rice cakes in a spicy-sweet sauce) and landing on Korean barbecue tables as an integral part of ssamjang (the spicy, salty sauce served with the meat).

Shopping Intel: Look for the iconic red tubs, not the squeezable, thinner, vinegary gochujang-flavored sauces. Sold in Asian markets or Korean-focused stores like H Mart. One brand we like is Chung Jung One.

Recipes: Korean-spiced chicken wings ● Beef bulgogi sloppy joes ● Korean Fire Chicken Pizza

Other Uses: Work into a marinade for meat (especially grilled pork), adding a little rice vinegar, honey, and miso. Mix with oil and toss with potatoes before roasting. Stir a spoonful into a meaty ragu or a marinara sauce for a kick of spice.

Storage: Once opened, gochujang keeps in the fridge, well sealed with a layer of plastic wrap under the lid, for ages.



Harissa


	Seductive spice paste of the Maghreb

	Complex, deep, hot, sweet
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A beloved, fiery, fragrant, tinged-with-sweetness condiment/ingredient found on tables along the Mediterranean coast of North Africa, including Tunisia (which claims it as essential to its culinary heritage), Algeria, Morocco, and Libya, and beyond to Israel and other countries. It’s typically made from roasted sweet peppers, hot chiles, garlic, spices, lemon or vinegar, and olive oil. Smoked paprika can be used, and saffron, and even rose petals. Heat ranges dramatically, from mild to hot.

Shopping Intel: Better supermarkets may offer a harissa or two in the condiment or pickles section, and fancy food stores go deeper. Middle Eastern food shops almost certainly carry several brands. Online, the selection is vast.

Recipes: Spice-Market Tomato Soup ● Vegan tofu bowl

Other Uses: We love to just dip crackers or breadsticks in the stuff, or crudités. Add to a burger or a pulled-pork or meatloaf sandwich. Stir into tomato sauces. Marries well with roasted vegetables. Gives hummus a little kick.

Storage: We store it in the fridge after opening for maximum freshness.



Kecap Manis


	Glorious soy-sauce syrup of Indonesia

	Syrupy, sweet, savory, intense
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The sweet and dark flavor notes of many Indonesian dishes, including mie goreng (fried noodles) and sate babi (pork satay) come via this beloved soy sauce, which is thickened with gobs of palm sugar. Kecap manis pours like molasses and has a deeply savory quality.

Shopping Intel: Large Asian food stores often carry it, but be aware “sweet soy sauce” is made in other countries as well—you want the Indonesian stuff. In the last few years, the ABC brand has been joined on the US shelves by Bango and the harder-to-find, delicious Wayang. All are good, but ABC has the most additives on its ingredient label. Sold online.
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Recipes: Homemade peanut sauce ● Sticky rice cakes with tuna ● BBQ short ribs ● Pork satay ● Hainan-style chicken and rice ● Kecap Manis Onions ● Indonesian-style fried noodles

Other Uses: Mix with garlic and/or ginger and brush onto grilled ribs, beef, or wings. Add to a homemade BBQ sauce.

Storage: On a shaded pantry shelf, well sealed, it keeps for ages.



Kimchi


	Korea’s exalted national pickles

	Thick, spicy, sour, crunchy
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“Koreans cannot live without kimchi,” Ann was told on a visit to Seoul, and it was always in her mother’s Mississippi kitchen. Most familiar in the West is baechu kimchi, a sour-spicy-crunchy mass of fermented napa cabbage seasoned with Korean ground red pepper, garlic, scallions, and, often, shrimp or oysters. But there are hundreds of versions. Spice and sourness levels vary widely. This is a live food, sometimes fizzing with fermentation in its container. It dances on the tongue and lends its jazz to anything it touches.

Shopping Intel: Many small US companies are making kimchi, but quality varies. Weak versions taste more like sauerkraut. We find the best—the funkiest, sourest, spiciest, garlicky-est—in the refrigerated section of Asian markets, some of it made in-house.

Recipes: Smoky pimento kim cheese ● Kimchi Coleslaw

Other Uses: Chop some up and add to fried rice, vegetable- or grain-based fritters, quesadillas, grilled cheese sandwiches, or noodle dishes. Try as a topping for tacos, nachos, rice bowls, and instant ramen.

Storage: Keeps in the fridge for a couple of months, still fermenting and turning more sour.



Korean Toasted Sesame Oil


	Powerful expression of nutty essence

	Roasty-toasty, silky, tannic
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One’s first taste of the best Korean toasted sesame oil is a big revelation of flavor and texture. The best, most roasty-toasty Korean oils attack with rich “high notes” in the nose; a silky, supple feel in the mouth (with a light cut from tannins); and a clear, persistent nutty flavor unlike any other. It’s a bedrock ingredient in Korean cooking, and also used in Chinese, Japanese, and other cuisines.
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Shopping Intel: Avoid inexpensive industrial oils; good sesame oil will cost $10 or more for a small bottle or can. Look for dark-hued oil, extracted from carefully roasted seeds—not the clear, light un-toasted variety that sells for much less (the words roasted or toasted may not be on the label, though). The oil will be the color of light maple syrup. Brands we like include Chung Jung One Premium, Ottogi Premium Roasted (made in China—but many Korean oils are made with imported seed), and Beksul. H Mart and similar stores are good sources, or look online.
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Recipes: Korean-spiced chicken wings ● Sesame wokcorn ● Spinach-grapefruit salad ● Chicken soup with wontons ● BBQ short ribs ● Cabbage rolls with pork ● Chewy rice cakes ● Hainan-style chicken and rice ● Stovetop-smoked salmon ● Bulgogi sloppy joes ● Kimchi Coleslaw ● Cold sesame noodles ● Korean Fire Chicken Pizza

Other Uses: Add to stir-fries of all sorts, gingery vinaigrettes in the Japanese style, spicy dipping sauces for dumplings and noodles, and to ice creams or cookies that want a bit of extra nutty oomph.

Storage: Will keep for many weeks in a cool, dark place, even longer in the fridge.
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Lemongrass


	Stalks of citruslike power

	Fragrant, lemony, herbal
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Another superb pantry ingredient—actually, freezer ingredient, if you follow our method—adding brilliant flavor to Thai, Vietnamese, and many other Asian cuisines. It’s not sour, more about citrus aromatics and oils, with a lovely quality all its own. Because lemongrass is so fibrous, our favorite approach is to make a pile of fragrant snow from frozen stalks, using a Microplane. When you need bigger chunks, a frozen stalk zapped in the microwave for 30 seconds will be easier to cut than the fresh version.

Shopping Intel: Often in the produce sections of good supermarkets, but bountiful in Asian food stores, where you can buy scads at a good price, then trim, wash, and freeze.

Recipes: Homemade peanut sauce ● Pork satay ● Chile shrimp and coconut grits ● Green beans in coconut gravy

Other Uses: Use our “snow” method and grate right into soups as they cook, or pound a length of stalk, put in soup or curry, then remove before serving. Infuse gin or vodka overnight with the snow, then strain out, for cocktails.

Storage: In the fridge for a week or more, in the freezer, well sealed, for months.


Makrut Lime Leaves


	Potent, floral punch

	Limey, jungly, very fragrant
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The powerful, alluring citrus fragrance of makrut lime leaves will be familiar from Thai and other Southeast Asian dishes. Look for frozen leaves in Asian markets. Leftover leaves can infuse gin or vodka for cocktails (pound and add to the hooch, then fish out after a few days), and in spicy soups and curries. If you don’t find leaves but are lucky to spot the limes in a produce section (we find them at Whole Foods about once a year), buy a dozen and freeze. The frozen peel, finely Microplane-grated directly into food, has similar aromatic qualities to the leaves, and the limes will keep frozen for months.

Shopping Intel: Sold refrigerated or frozen in Thai food stores and pan-Asian stores such as H Mart.

Recipes: Homemade peanut sauce

Other Uses: Muddle into your next mojito, gin and tonic, or glass of iced tea. Cook whole in soups or sauces to add citrus essence, then fish out. Chop super-finely (almost to the consistency of ground pepper) and add to vinaigrettes, ice creams, cupcake batter, or even whipped cream.

Storage: Will keep for a few days in the fridge, for weeks or longer in the freezer.



Marmite


	Britain’s umami cult goop

	Meaty, salty, yeasty
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A sticky, salty, dark brown paste, by-product of the beer-brewing process that UK-born folk enjoy on toast and crumpets but that we use in cooking for its umami-amplifying power. Marmite shares some flavor qualities with the browned bits that form in the drippings of a roast or a pan of searing meats. It is therefore good in meaty things like stews and gravies. Having the consistency of road tar, Marmite needs to be dissolved in something hot—water or some of the developing gravy in a pan—before being added to a whole dish.

Shopping Intel: Marmite has found a toehold in some supermarkets, on the condiment, baking, or international foods shelves, but if you can’t find it there, it’s sold online.

Recipes: “Diner-style” French Onion Soup ● One-pot pork chili ● Veggie burger ● Umami mayo

Other Uses: Dissolve a spoonful in oniony gravies and beef stews and black bean soups for meaty oomph. Wow your kids by melting some into browned butter and tossing noodles in the mix.

Storage: On the shelf, probably forever.
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Marsala


	Fortified essence of sun-baked Sicilian grapes

	Grapey, tangy, roasty, bitter
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Marsala wine, little enjoyed in America and sometimes marketed in its cheapest, sweetest incarnations, is part of a category of fortified—i.e., alcohol-spiked—red wines which, in their best guises, are superb: deeply flavored from grapes grown on sun-roasted Mediterranean landscapes, aged in barrels for caramel-like citrusy-fruity richness. Marsala comes from Sicily. There are several quality designations, reflecting time in the barrel. We use two-year-aged Superiore.

Shopping Intel: Good wine stores usually carry a bottle or two on the same shelves that hold sherry, madeira, and port; just make sure it’s Italian (there are American imitators), of Superiore designation, and dry (secco). It should be about $15 a bottle.

Recipes: “Diner-style” French Onion Soup ● Beef stew ● Tiny pasta cooked like risotto ● Rigatoni with onion gravy

Other Uses: Enriches gravies for beef, pork, or strong game. Similarly good in oniony or meaty sauces. Good over ice to reward the cook in the hot kitchen.

Storage: In a cool, dry place for weeks or months.



The Many Masalas


	Subcontinental spice magic

	Aromatic, pungent, herbal, spicy, essential
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There was a time when Indian recipes for American kitchens called for such small amounts of generic curry powder as to be almost homeopathic. In the ancient cooking of the subcontinent, hundreds of vivid spice blends, or masalas, traditionally hand-ground, are used. Today you’ll find a profusion of recipe- and region-specific masalas in Indian food stores. Our hybrid approach is often to buy a commercial masala and then do a little more work for a lot more flavor—adding, say, fresh curry leaves, or hand-ground cumin and coriander seeds, or cloves or asafetida, or toasted mustard seeds, depending on the curry. We find that masala powders are generally superior to jarred masala pastes, which can be quite acidic.

Shopping Intel: Look in Indian stores for masalas in small boxes that contain an ounce or two, from brands like MDH, Everest, Shan, Swad, and more. Finding masalas on the web is also easy.

Recipes: Chicken and rice ● Fish curry ● Creamy curry with paneer ● Shakshuka with Indian spices ● Kebab-dogs ● Roasted squash

Other Uses: Lovely on roasted vegetables (try roasting with ghee), in ginger and garlic marinades for grilled meats, and in deviled eggs.

Storage: These keep for weeks in well-sealed containers, but the flavors do fade with time.



Mexican Chorizo


	Sausage for heat and depth

	Meaty, earthy, tangy, aromatic
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A soft, fresh, lightly cured sausage—not to be confused with the dried Spanish variety—usually made from ground pork and pork fat, though other meats may be used. We love the balance of roasty, medium heat—from toasted, dried chiles such as pasilla and ancho—with a distinct tang from vinegar and earthy notes from cumin, oregano, and other herbs, plus garlic. Usually sold as a loose mass that easily breaks into tasty small bits when fried and poked in the pan, the rendered fat a lovely vermilion from the peppers.

Shopping Intel: Most good supermarkets sell chorizo, but watch for very cheap tubes whose ingredient list features lips and glands and other discards. Meat counters and good butchers may also make house versions. If you visit a large Mexican or Latin American supermarket, you should hit pay dirt at the butcher counter.

Recipes: Fast skillet chili ● Chicken with chorizo relish ● Chorizo burgers with fixin’s ● “Pizza” in the style of a tlayuda

Other Uses: Work into your favorite meatloaf or meatball mixture. Fry for tacos or papas con chorizo, in which the rendered fat and meat enlivens precooked potatoes and onions.

Storage: Keeps a day or two in the fridge; otherwise, freeze for weeks.



Mirin


	Soulful cooking wine of Japan

	Sweet, rich, syrupy, savory
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A backbone Japanese ingredient, winey and sweet but with savory undertones. Like sake, it’s brewed from rice and koji—a mold-rice culture that converts the starch into sugars. The good stuff has an almost sherry-like savor amid a flavor all its own. There are cheap imitations, but you’ll love the deep nuance of the real stuff, usually with about 7 percent alcohol.

Shopping Intel: Japanese and Asian-food stores, of course, but mirin is increasingly available in the Asian or international aisles of supermarkets. Avoid a cheap product called Aji-Mirin, which means “tastes like Mirin,” industrially produced, with glucose or corn syrup, versus the carefully brewed “hon” or genuine mirin—the ingredient label will tell you which you’re buying. Amazon and online outlets also sell it.

Recipes: Quick ramen ● Stovetop-Smoked Salmon

Other Uses: Mirin is used in teriyaki sauce and works nicely in dipping sauces for tempura or other fried things, mixed with soy, ginger, and sometimes lime or yuzu. It will add body to a gravy or a stew and can be brushed on fish or seafood or chicken while they’re grilling.

Storage: In the pantry until opened, then in the fridge, where it keeps for months.



Miso


	Fermented Japanese soy paste

	Salty, toasty, savory, intense
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This thick soy-based paste is one of the most profound things in the global pantry. It’s as complex as a beautifully aged Parmesan and comes in varieties that range from mild to robust, sweetish to very salty, pale beige through yellow to dark red or chocolate brown. There are said to be more than 1,000 varieties in Japan. Soybeans are steamed, fermented with koji (a mold grown on rice and other grains known as the “national fungus”) and then aged, giving miso some of the same flavors as a proper soy sauce. The longer the aging, generally, the deeper the color and the flavor.

Eat a pea-size bit of saikyo sweet white miso, among the mildest misos, straight from the tub. It bursts with nutty-caramel umami, almost like that of an off-dry sherry or vintage Bual madeira. Eat a bit of dark organic brown rice miso and you’ll taste roasted grains or coffee in its sharp, almost vinegary tang and pebbly texture. There are misos infused with dashi—the dried-fish and kelp essences used in Japanese soup stocks—for a shortcut route to making miso soup, and misos made from barley koji rather than rice koji. You’ll see reduced-salt versions, too.

Shopping Intel: Natural-food stores often carry miso, as do, increasingly, good supermarkets. But Japanese stores and supermarkets like H Mart are likely to have the widest assortment, in the refrigerated section. There are plenty of misos made by small American companies, but we recommend a visit to a Japanese or Asian food store to buy a couple of tubs (or pouches)—perhaps a milder white (also known as shiro) or yellow, and a saltier, more intense red version. Also available online, but it ships as a refrigerated product.

Recipes: “Diner Style” French Onion Soup ● Quick ramen ● Hamburger steaks ● Stovetop-Smoked Salmon ● Shrimp scampi pasta ● Peach sundaes with coconut ice cream

Other Uses: Miso will become your go-to secret to inject umami into soups, stews, sauces, meatloaf and burgers, vinaigrettes, marinades, and as part of a glaze to brush onto grilling meats and veg. Try stirring with a wee bit of hot water until a thick slurry forms, then blend. You can also mash it in with a spatula. Delicate and complex, miso retains its flavor best when added later in the cooking cycle, and not boiled.

Storage: Properly airtight in the refrigerator, miso will keep for many weeks or longer. We find some of the tubs tend to lose their seal, so consider transferring to a jar with a tight lid.
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Oyster Sauce


	Asia’s instant umami-booster

	Velvety, sweetish, briny, savory






[image: ]





The flavors of oyster sauce are familiar to anyone who has eaten stir-fried vegetable and seafood dishes in Chinese-American restaurants. It’s a glossy star in Cantonese and Hong Kong cooking. For many brands, expensive boiled-oyster stock is stretched with gums, preservatives, starches, coloring, and more. But hunt and ye shall find a few less-processed brands that add oceanic umami without the assertive sea power of fish sauce or shrimp paste.

Shopping Intel: There’s usually an oyster sauce in chain supermarkets, but it may not be the best stuff. Try a large Asian food market. Labels should list oysters first; otherwise, claims of “premium” quality are dubious. Two favorite brands are Lee Kum Kee Premium Oyster Sauce and Megachef, from Thailand, which is clean, intense, and tangy.

Recipes: Chuck roast with root vegetables ● Meatloaf ● Cabbage rolls with pork ● Chewy rice cakes ● Turkey meatballs ● Rigatoni with onion gravy ● Roasted asparagus

Other Uses: Add to meaty gravies, sauces, and glazes, and of course to stir-fry sauces and noodles. When meats are headed for the slow cooker, add a glug.

Storage: It will keep in the fridge for weeks after opening.



Palm Sugar


	Intense, richly flavored

	Deeply caramel, crumbly, tangy
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Many Southeast Asian palm tree sugars are pale in color and mild in taste, but gula jawa, from Indonesia, is chocolate-dark and has an almost briny, profound caramel intensity that is simply remarkable. It’s critical in many Indonesian dishes, both savory and sweet.

Shopping Intel: Look in a good Asian-food store like H Mart, where it will sit with many other types of sugar. It’s sold in cylinders and blocks, variously called palm sugar, coconut sugar, gula jawa, gula merah, or even—in one case—“Island Ambrosial Nectar Palm Sugar.” Key factors: It should be very dark brown and made in Indonesia. If you have no local store, Amazon sells several varieties.

Recipes: Homemade sambal ● Green beans in coconut gravy ● Almond butter and palm sugar cookies

Other Uses: Stir small chunks into half-thawed vanilla ice cream and refreeze. Microplane onto oatmeal or grits, melt to make a powerful syrup, sprinkle into cookie dough, or use in place of brown sugar for a streusel.

Storage: Once opened, gula jawa will quickly turn from its moist, almost crumbly texture to sugary stone. To avoid that, triple wrap with plastic and store in a tight jar, where it will keep for ages. If it does harden, make a syrup on the stove with water.



Panko Breadcrumbs


	Breadcrumbs, elevated

	Crunchy, sturdy
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Panko, the crunch factor in Japanese fried delicacies such as tonkatsu (pork cutlets) and ebi furai (fat prawns in a sublime coating), is made by shooting an electric current through bread dough as it bakes, then drying and shredding the result. The magic lies in the big, almost crystalline form of each crumb, far from the sawdusty stuff sold in cardboard canisters. Panko has mild bready flavor until fried or toasted, when it turns nutty. Its crunch persists on pretty much anything it’s used to bread and fry.

Shopping Intel: Panko is sold in most supermarkets, on the international foods or breadcrumb shelves, but the coarser varieties we favor are more common in Asian food supermarkets or online. Most packages have little windows so you can check the crumbs.


Recipes: Meatloaf ● Hamburger steaks ● Super Croque! ● The Ebi Filet-O ● One-pot mac and cheese ● Spicy breadcrumb pasta ● Panko pain perdu


Other Uses: Wherever breadcrumbs are indicated. Our toasted version (recipe here) is lovely on all manner of salads, and we’ve been known to sprinkle on soups and stews just before serving.

Storage: Panko will keep for ages in the pantry.




Toasty Garlic Breadcrumbs

Active time: 10 minutes

Total time: 10 minutes

Makes about 3 cups

Panko becomes a toasty, garlicky treat by browning in a dry pan, then further cooking with garlic, olive oil, and salt. These rich crumbs, star of Emmy’s Big Bowl of Pasta with Breadcrumbs, will keep in a tight, opaque canister for several weeks in the pantry and in the freezer for months. Sprinkle liberally on salads, soups and stews, pastas, roasted veg, and gratins.



	3 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil

	
3⁄4 teaspoon kosher salt

	3 cloves garlic, grated on a Microplane

	1 box (8 ounces) panko breadcrumbs (about 3 cups)





	Have the olive oil, salt, and garlic portioned out beside your stove. Put a sheet pan on your counter and have an oven mitt handy. Heat a large cast-iron or other heavy skillet—the wider the better—over medium heat for 1 minute. Add the panko and salt to the pan. Use a silicone spatula to stir the panko as soon as you see hints of browning around the edges of the pan. The goal is to constantly turn over and migrate the crumbs until they are a uniform pale-brown color without burning—a process that takes about 4 minutes, depending on heat and pan.

	When the crumbs are pale brown, make a crumb ring around the edge of the pan and pour the oil into the empty center, then add the garlic and immediately begin to mash the oil and garlic into the crumbs using the spatula, pushing everything around as you do. When everything is a nice and toasty nut brown and fragrant, about 1 minute, remove the crumbs to the sheet pan and spread out to cool.
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Peanut Butter Powder



	All the nut, less of the fat, no goo

	Peanutty, toasty
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Peanut butter powder, also called peanut powder and sometimes powdered peanut butter, has a flour-like consistency and intense, roasted-peanut flavor. It mixes well into dry and wet ingredients in cases where peanut butter can be stubborn and even seize up. But make sure to buy a version that contains no sugar or other additions—sometimes hard to find, but available online, and we like the PB Fit brand’s version of the no-sugar powder.

Shopping Intel: Peanut butter powder has crept into supermarkets, sometimes sold alongside the regular peanut butter, honeys, and jams. As noted, it’s in health food and food-supplement stores, and widely sold online.

Recipes: Homemade peanut sauce, at right ● Oaty McOatface! ● Cold sesame noodles

Other Uses: When you want to import peanut flavor into ice creams, icings, muffins, smoothies, stews or soups, sauces, and even marinades without adding bulk or oil, this does the trick.

Storage: Because of its low-fat content, it will keep in the pantry or cupboard after opening, away from light, for at least 3 months (the manufacturer of PB Fit claims 4 to 6).




Our Best Shortcut to Homemade Peanut Sauce


Active time: 6 minutes

Total time: 6 minutes

Makes 1 cup powder (8 servings)


This recipe is a joyful dance through the Southeast Asian section of the global pantry, and so worth making for satay or Gado-Gado or as a dip for the big-crunch Indonesian shrimp chips called krupuk. We avoid the usual peanut butter shortcut in favor of unsweetened peanut butter powder; it’s less goopy to work with and produces a better final texture. Make a double batch and store the mixture in the freezer for weeks or even months—just add hot water, kecap manis, and soy sauce as specified below when you want to make some sauce.



	1 piece (4 inches trimmed) lemongrass, fresh or frozen (see Note)

	3 tablespoons palm sugar, finely crumbled, or dark brown sugar

	2 teaspoons garlic powder

	1 teaspoon onion powder

	
1⁄2 teaspoon kosher salt

	2 makrut lime leaves or zest of 1 lime

	1 small green or red chile (stemmed)

	
2⁄3 cup unsweetened peanut butter powder

	2 tablespoons kecap manis

	
1⁄2 teaspoon tamari or soy sauce





	Cut the lemongrass into 1⁄4-inch rings. Combine the sugar, garlic powder, onion powder, salt, lime leaves, and chile in a small bowl. Put the mixture in a mini food processor with the lemongrass and process on high for 30 seconds or until you have an even powder. Transfer to a jar or ziplock freezer bag, stir in the peanut butter powder, and store in the freezer (it will keep for at least a month).

	To make the peanut sauce, put 1⁄2 cup of powder mixture in a small bowl and add 2 tablespoons hot water, the kecap manis, and the soy sauce. Stir until thick like applesauce; add a little more water if necessary. Use immediately or cover with plastic wrap until ready to use. (Note that as it sits, it can seize up. Simply add a bit of hot water, drops at a time, to return to form just before serving.)




Note: If using frozen lemongrass, zap it for 30 seconds on High in the microwave to soften before cutting.





Peanut Oil


	The best is a revelation

	Super nutty, golden brown
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Not the bland refined stuff, but expeller-pressed oil that has full-on peanut aroma, color, and flavors that persist in cooked food (don’t use as a substitute for a neutral oil such as canola unless you want that peanut intensity). Peanut oil is popular in Indian, Southeast Asian, and Chinese cooking. Once you taste the best, you’ll want a bottle in the pantry for any dish that benefits from its savory nuttiness. Pricier than the industrial stuff, but infinitely better.

Shopping Intel: In Asian and Indian food stores, look for bottles that specify the expeller method, and for oil that has a darker hue, such as Longevity Peanut brand from China. We loved oil from the Daana brand, produced by a group of organic farms in India worth supporting (you can find their oil online). Specialty oil producers in the United States, such as La Tourangelle, also deliver big peanut payoff.
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Recipes: Pork satay ● Hainan-style chicken and rice ● Crabby fried rice ● Singapore-ish Succotash ● Green beans in coconut gravy


Other Uses: We don’t use it in many vinaigrettes; we do put it in quick-pickled side salads, such as one with cucumber, chiles, garlic, and lime juice. Add to marinades for grilled meats. A couple of teaspoons added to long-grain rice before cooking lends a lovely note.

Storage: As with any good oil, tuck into a cool, dark place in the pantry, or in the fridge, where it will keep for weeks or longer.
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Piment d’Espelette


	France’s best pepper

	Piquant, fruity, complex






[image: ]





Piment d’Espelette is in that class of chiles that combine modest heat with fruity-raisiny flavors. Aleppo chiles from Syria and Turkey are in that zone, as are Turkish marash chiles, though a bit hotter. Piment d’Espelette comes from the Basque region of southwest France—where it has its own official designation, like grapes do, and flavors the rustic cooking of that region.

Shopping Intel: Rare in supermarkets. A good spice shop should carry it, and there are plenty of Basque-sourced bottles online.

Recipes: Pork tenderloin ● Chicken with chorizo relish

Other Uses: The relatively modulated heat makes piment d’Espelette especially good for sprinkling on scrambled and deviled eggs, as well as in soups, grilled meats, even salads and fruit—anything where you want a bit of fruity-spicy lift. Useful in rubs for fish or poultry.

Storage: Keeps in a tightly sealed jar for months in the pantry or spice drawer.
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Pine Nuts


	Pricey nuggets, absolutely worth it

	Seductive, sapid, nutty, mild
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A premium, rich nut, with its own mouth-filling flavor. Pine nuts must be fished out of rugged cones at harvest, hence the high cost. Many are foraged; cultivated trees can take decades to yield. Pine nuts are essential to pesto, but we love them in nut-butter–style sauces and on baked treats, where their toothsome texture and lovely flavor stand out. Small amounts go far. We toast them (see guide), which deepens their flavor.


Shopping Intel: In tiny jars, prices are silly—up to $80 a pound! Look online (also, sometimes, Costco) for larger bags—about $30 per pound as we write this. Buy raw, then carefully—oh so carefully—toast according to Ann’s method. Seal well and put in the freezer.

Recipes: Quick hummus ● Roasted cauliflower salad ● Lamb kebabs ● Spicy breadcrumb pasta ● Lamb flatbreads ● Leeks with pine nut sauce ● Pine nut ice cream

Other Uses: A handful enhances any lightly dressed green salad beautifully. Sprinkle on oatmeal for a treat. Lovely with caramel sauce on an ice cream sundae.

Storage: In the freezer, for several weeks or months.



Preserved Lemon


	Morocco’s most glorious pickle

	Supple, salty, lemony, deep
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This is one of our favorite flavor boosters in the global pantry, and unequivocally worth making yourself (see the recipe on the next page). Preserved lemons are used in many North African and Middle Eastern cuisines but are absolutely central to Moroccan cooking. Both the peel and the flesh are gorgeous after the 1-month fermentation.

Shopping Intel: In a pinch, jarred versions can be found in fancy foods stores and of course in Middle Eastern and North African food shops. We’ve tried several and found they have a cooked-citrus quality that detracts from the pure lemony bliss of the homemade stuff.

Recipes: Quick hummus ● Chicken Marbella update ● Slow-roasted salmon ● Chicken salad sandwiches ● Potato and leek salad ● No-churn lemon ice cream

Other Uses: In cream cheese spreads, tahini-enriched vinaigrettes, spicy tomato soups and stews, on flatbreads with spices, with eggplant or stewed lamb, even in icings for lemon muffins. By the way, the syrupy brine is also delicious.

Storage: Sealed in jars before opening, for months in a cool, dark place. After opening, in the fridge for many weeks.




Brilliant Preserved Lemons

Active time: 20 minutes

Total time: 30 days

Makes 1 quart

Few kitchen tasks produce more flavor power than this one. Lemons, fermented and preserved in their own juice and salt, are one of the indispensable simple gems of our pantry, adding citrus zing to stews, vinaigrettes, even ice cream. After 30 days in their salty-juicy bath, the peel turns luscious and supple. The flavor somehow seems even more lemony than fresh lemons. Look for lemons that are heavy for their size but squeezable, indicating lots of juice. Here, thick skins are fine, since you eat the whole fruit, but the lemons should still feel hefty for their size.

We studied a lot of recipes for this traditional Moroccan preserve, and settled on the simplest one of all, adapted here from a formula by the great San Francisco chef Mourad Lahlou.

Once opened, a jar will keep in the fridge for weeks or even months.


	6 large, or 7 or 8 medium, plump lemons

	
3⁄4 cup kosher salt

	1 cup freshly squeezed lemon juice (from about 5 lemons)





	In a large pot of boiling water, boil a 1-quart jar, lid, and seal, completely submerged, for 10 minutes. Remove the jar with tongs and set it on the counter, leaving the lid and seal in the hot water.

	Wash and dry the lemons, and cut lengthwise into quarters, but not all the way through—leave an inch or so at one end so that each lemon opens like a flower but holds together. (Don’t bother seeding them now—you can do that when you use the lemons.) Stuff some of the salt more or less evenly into each lemon and stuff the lemons into the jar, pressing down to pack them in. The last lemons may be cut all the way through and separated into quarters to fit. Add any remaining salt, then pour the lemon juice into the jar so that it reaches the top. Close the lid tightly and place the jar on a shelf in a cool, dark place.

	Flip the jar once a day every day for 10 days (one day on its lid, the next on its bottom). After that, leave the jar upright for 20 more days. Voilà, preserved lemons!




Reminder!

The jars really do need to be flipped once daily for 10 days to fully dissolve and mix the salt, so set a reminder on your watch, phone, or computer—it’s unfailingly easy to forget if you don’t. Or place the jars beside the sink in your bathroom!





Ras El Hanout


	King of the North African spice blends

	Aromatic, complex, floral, intense
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There is no definitive formula for this enticing Moroccan spice blend, whose name refers to best-in-shop ingredients. It’s also featured in Tunisian and Algerian cooking. It generally contains a heady blend of aromatics such as mace, ginger, allspice, cardamom, and cloves, along with regionally favored spices or herbs. It’s not hot, in our experience, but it is floral and intense.

Shopping Intel: Versions can be found in most supermarkets, but look for jars or tins with lots of top-shelf ingredients—they’ll usually cost more, but deliver far more bang. Two brands we like online are from Villa Jerada (villajerada.com), from Seattle, magically complex, and from TheSpiceHouse.com.

Recipes: Roasted cauliflower salad ● Chicken salad sandwiches ● Lamb flatbreads

Other Uses: Lovely as a rub for lamb, chicken or other meat destined for skewering and grilling, or roasted with vegetables. It takes stews, flatbreads, and even pizzas in a North African direction. Blend it into meatloaf or meatballs for a similar flavor edge.

Storage: In airtight jars it will retain its power in spice drawers or pantry for months, but like all spices will eventually grow tired.



Roasted Hazelnut Oil


	Essence of an excellent nut

	Ethereal, toasty, silky, and supple
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Proper nut and seed oils are a lovely class of fats, containing flavors as distinct as that of oil from olives. They have some of the tannic “cut” and bitterness of nuts and a softer, lighter mouthfeel than one gets from industrial corn or canola. “Proper” here means the nuts are carefully roasted to amplify flavor, then traditionally crushed—expressed is the term—to expel the oil.

Shopping Intel: A small French firm with a plant in California near western nut orchards dominates in the United States: La Tourangelle. Their various oils are very good. If you want to compare, there are a few other brands of small-batch hazelnut oil, including high-end LeBlanc from France and a few from natural-food companies.

Recipes: Cherry-beet salad ● Hazelnutty Pasta Aglio e Olio

Other Uses: The slightly bitter nuttiness of hazelnut oil dances well with flavorful and crunchy greens like frisée, escarole, chicory, radicchio, and endive in simple salads. This is a beautiful finishing oil, drizzled just at serving time over roasted vegetables, fish, or some pastas, or stirred, at the last moment, into sauces that need a nutty effect.

Storage: To avoid it going stale or rancid, store in the fridge after opening. It will keep there for many weeks.



The Many Sambals


	Essential spice pastes of Southeast Asia

	Variously rich, hot, sweet, salty, toasty, oceanic
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Sambals are spicy condiments, often relish-thick, some cooked, some raw. They’re often said to be Indonesian in origin (IndoFoodStore.com, an importer to the United States, says there are more than 300 sambals in Indonesia alone), but are essential to many meals in Malaysia, Singapore, and well beyond. There are sweet soy versions for satays, unripe mango ones for grilled seafood, tomato-enriched ones for fried chicken, green-chile sambals used in the marvelous Batak food of northern Sumatra, and on and on. They’re used as foundational ingredients in dishes such as sambal-fried shrimp.

The ubiquitous sambal on US shelves is sambal oelek, made by Huy Fong Foods (the LA rooster-label company behind the Sriracha craze). Though hot and useful, it’s rather generic and sharp, mostly chile and vinegar. We often add at least palm sugar to it in cooking, or use it to build a more complex sambal for the table by adding garlic, palm sugar, herbs, and spices. We suggest that serious heat-heads seek out a range of sambals. One gorgeous version is Javanese sambal badjak, often rich, sweet, and less hot than many other sambals.

Shopping Intel: Found in most supermarkets in the international section. Beyond that, a trip to H Mart or another Asian supermarket should be on the agenda. Online, Indofood.com is one source, and Amazon sells several sambals, including some good ones from Conimex, a Dutch company that feeds the Netherlandish enduring love of Indonesian food, an artifact of that country’s long and brutal colonial occupation. Note that the many curry pastes for preparing Southeast Asian dishes, often sold in single-use packets in Asian supermarkets, are not the same as sambals.

Recipes: Shrimp cocktail ● Gado-gado salad ● Pork satay ● Hainan-style chicken and rice ● Spicy chicken and waffles ● Chile shrimp and coconut grits ● Cold sesame noodles ● Indonesian-style fried noodles ● Singapore-ish Succotash

Other Uses: Depends on the sambal, of course, but many are an excellent condiment for any meal that tilts in a Southeast Asian direction. Add to barbecue sauces and marinades for meat, poultry, and seafood. Put a dollop on a vegan or vegetarian rice bowl with tempeh.

Storage: In the jar, for weeks or months after opening, though we usually keep our sambals in the fridge.
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The Best Sambal Is Your Own Sambal


Active time: 25 minutes

Total time: 25 minutes

Makes about 2 cups


Javanese sambal was Scott’s first lesson in the joys of culinary heat as a kid, and the first one that completely seduced him was a sambal tomat served beside a marvelous scrawny fried ayam kampung, or village chicken, outside the city of Solo. The sauce was hot but not too hot, sweet, thick, mysteriously rich (from fried shallot and shrimp paste, it turned out), and a perfect accompaniment to white rice, cucumber pickle, shrimp chips, and the world-class crispy bird, which was fried in coconut oil after being boiled in stock to make the tough creature tender.


	
1⁄2 pound Fresno chiles

	1 cup Very Slow Tomatoes, or 11⁄2 cups seeded and drained canned San Marzano tomatoes plus 1 tablespoon double-concentrated tomato paste

	2 teaspoons palm sugar or dark brown sugar (4 teaspoons if you used canned tomatoes)

	1 teaspoon kosher salt

	4 large cloves garlic, coarsely chopped

	4 large shallots (about 8 ounces), coarsely chopped

	4 tablespoons peanut oil or a neutral oil like canola

	1 teaspoon shrimp paste






	Stem the chiles, cut in half lengthwise, and remove the pithy bit near the fat end. Remove most or all of the seeds, too, depending on the heat level you like. Coarsely chop the chiles.

	Combine the chiles, tomatoes, sugar, salt, garlic, and shallots in a food processor; process until you have a mixture that resembles a sweet relish.

	Turn on the stove vent fan and open the windows (you can also do this over a gas grill flame outside). Heat the oil in a nonstick or cast-iron skillet over medium heat for 2 minutes, then add the shrimp paste, breaking the paste with a wooden spoon until it dissolves and slightly colors (but does not burn), about 1 minute. Add the sambal mixture and fry, stirring frequently, until it bubbles and ripens in the pan (don’t let it burn). It should not be watery. This will take about 7 minutes (canned tomatoes may take longer, up to 12 minutes). Remove from the heat to a storage container. When cool, put in the fridge where it will keep for at least 2 weeks.




Less Irritating

Vent the Fumes. If you’ve ever cooked with hot chiles, you know that the stovetop’s heat will send up pungent fumes that can trigger a choking fit. This recipe uses a half-pound of chiles, so turning your vent on high is especially useful here.
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