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INTRODUCTION



WE THE PEOPLE of America’s most recent vintages have been grappling with our emerging sense of self-confidence and deliciousness. For the first two centuries of our nation, much of our cooking and eating was split be tween regular everyday meals and special celebrations. The weekday meals, the ones we ate the most, very often represented time- and cost-effective “no frills” ways to gather energy and fuel our bodies. They were not considered a joyous part of our lives, but essential for simple sustenance. They were quite often approached with a workmanlike mentality, rather than a happy moment of culinary expression. In recent decades, we’ve become more aware of the importance of nutrition, more invested in the delight of impeccable sourcing. We’ve turned the act of cooking into something of a sport, but one in which both participants and spectators enjoy the thrill of victory. Our daily bread is no longer mundane; it’s a pop culture icon. If mealtime used to be about “feeding the herd,” now it’s nothing less than tending to our very souls.


The most common celebrations of our family meals have been based on our hereditary culture and, very often, non-American traditions. The food of our religious and cultural celebrations, of our solemn moments, of our annual traditions, and of our family gatherings has often been the deepest well of our most profound memories. Much, although not all of it, was born long before we were, and in a place not very similar to where we celebrate now. The recipes for these celebration dishes have been handed down from generation to generation, from cook to cook, from mother to daughter or daughter-in-law.




RECIPES ARE VERY MUCH A PART OF OUR CULTURAL HERITAGE, AS SIGNIFICANT, IN MY OPINION, AS PHOTOGRAPHS OR LETTERS (OR E-MAILS, KIDS, OR EVEN SNAPCHATS).





Often these recipes were not written at all, but they formed part of the oral history of many families, taught to the next generation by the venerated elders, most often women. (Men have been somewhat involved, although, historically, not often a very big part of this tradition.) Sometimes the recipes were written down, often on smudged note cards, or conserved on well-used and crinkled pages cut from magazines or the local newspaper’s food section, meticulously filed in a plain but beloved box somewhere near the pantry or stove.
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Each of my grandmas kept such a box, and the treasure within was the result of infinite trial and error over years of patient practice. Some of my favorite moments in the past two decades have involved getting a note or a letter, or even a tweet in the last few years, from some happy person who had forgotten about a dish from their family traditions, and who had just seen or read or heard me refer to it or cook the actual recipe. These are very often forgotten recipes from an aunt or uncle or grandma or grandpa or mom or dad or neighbor, and represent the very significant and emotionally satisfying bridge from the past to the present.




THE DISHES ARE OFTEN THE DISTILLATION OF THEIR FAMILY’S ETHNIC DNA COMMINGLED WITH THE LOCAL INGREDIENTS IN THEIR FAMILY’S HOMETOWN.





Recipes are very much a part of our cultural heritage, as significant, in my opinion, as photographs or letters (or e-mails, kids, or even Snapchats). They are true points in history around which we file the rest of our personal and collective memory. I can look at my grandma’s hand-written biscotti recipe on the little 4-by-6 card and can very clearly hear her voice, smell her kitchen, taste her antipasto, and remember things a photograph in an album will not bring me to. She is still very much alive on the little blue card in my wallet, and even more so when I make the annual holiday biscotti the week before Christmas with Susi and our two boys.


My family, and more than likely your family too, shares this zeal, this perspective, this honored tradition, with millions of Americans. As I have traveled around the United States over the past twenty-five years I have constantly been surprised upon the discovery of a new palette of flavors, a new list of local ingredients, a new pocket of recipes, each speaking of its own family and geo-specific tradition. The dishes are often the distillation of their family’s ethnic DNA commingled with the local ingredients in their family’s hometown. Recipes of the American landscape are the shared meetings of mixed cultures, each an interpretation or opinion of what was always there in the soil and the wind and the streams. The Native Americans cooked their own dishes with the fruit of the land long before the arrival of diverse immigrant cultures and the influx of international ingredients. Each culture’s traditional dishes would soon be interpreted in new ways, by the new citizens. The magnificent mix of European, African, and New World gastronomies has left a delicious imprint across the entire country.


The recipes I have chosen for this book are not in any sense trendy, modern, or in some cases, even current. These are the dishes that have struck me as speaking of the very place they are served. The vast majority of these recipes are far simpler than many of the dishes I have proposed in my previous cookbooks. These are not my interpretations of classic regional dishes, but instead represent the most common take, the dish most likely found in a local diner—not the finest or fanciest place, but the one seating the most locals eating food they love and recognize. You will more likely find a version of these recipes in the local Rotary Club cookbook than on TV.


Often I tasted a recipe after testing it a few times and thought, Jeez, this would be good with some hot sauce, or some chopped onions, or some cayenne and lime. I have noted these suggestions at the end of some of the recipes in orange italic type. These are little changes I might make at my house and are not meant to dismiss the greatness or integrity of the original recipe; they are just how I might adjust a recipe for my continuously jacked-up palate, always in search of a little edge or zing. You can certainly dismiss these and, even better than that, make your own tweaks and tell me about them so I can give them a shot.


I divided the chapters in this book into eight regions that are not only about contiguous geography, but also about shared cooking style and ingredient selection. Parts of New York State are in the New England chapter and yet the Beef on a Weck from Buffalo is in the Great Lakes chapter. Alabama is in both the Deep South and the Gulf Coast because the cooking there has feet on both boats.


In every region I offer up a classic cocktail, and I am justly proud of the fact that you can buy all of the ingredients for all of the drinks in any town in the U.S. You will not need a centrifuge or a smoker for any of these cocktails, more likely just a good thirst.


Each chapter has a pickle and a preserve recipe. These form the backbone of our shared frugality and pioneer experience across the country and are the easiest way to delve into a region’s flavor profile. I grew up in Washington State and we pickled and canned from spring through the end of fall. The full shelves in the larder or the cellar (or, in our Seattle suburbs, the garage) represented hand-me-down recipes from more than a couple of generations. We would modify each recipe every year as we discovered a better way to keep the crunch in our dill pickles, or the proper viscosity and acidity in our strawberry freezer jam. If it was just a small change, we would scribble it right onto the existing recipe card; if it was a full overhaul, we started a new card. Full shelves also afforded a certain feel of wealth… twenty or thirty jars of blackberry jam meant months of delicious family-specific luxury, even if just in our lunch bags at school. Once you perfect any one of the pickle recipes in this book, the best thing to do next year is to modify it to your taste, and then practice until it is the perfect expression of your family’s palate. Upon perfection, it is your moral responsibility to pass the new, modified, and properly-yours recipe down to your kids or cousins or aunts and uncles.




THE MAGNIFICENT MIX OF EUROPEAN, AFRICAN, AND NEW WORLD GASTRONOMIES HAS LEFT A DELICIOUS IMPRINT ACROSS THE ENTIRE COUNTRY.





[image: image]


Of course there are many crossover dishes shared by several regions, especially in the breakfast recipes. I chose the ones that seemed to be most specific to the region. In the case of biscuits and gravy, I went Deep South, although I know that the Rockies and the Plains, as well as the Mid-Atlantic regions, are well represented in the sausage gravy wars. In the world of BBQ, I celebrate much of what I consider to be the very best. I have a couple of pages of roundups to show what I feel to be the salient distinctions between BBQ from the Carolinas, Texas, Kansas City, and Memphis. All you can be sure about is that the sauce, and often the “no sauce,” variations are as distinct as the meat cookery.


What fascinates me most about the regional recipes in these United States is the powerful ethnicity unique to the various parts of the country. Nearly every immigrant from Europe, the Caribbean, and Africa in the eighteenth, nineteenth, and twentieth centuries arrived on the eastern seaboard and most came through New York, Boston, Philadelphia, or Baltimore and then moved on to other parts of the country they had heard about where a relative lived. Many of the world’s great cultures have informal outposts based in these great cities.


In New York City alone there are large unique and distinct communities representing immigrants from Italy, Ireland, Ukraine, Poland, more than several very specific regions of Russia and of China, Lebanon, Greece, Mexico, Central America, South America, Korea, several countries in Western Africa, the Caribbean, and Puerto Rico, and the list goes on… just in New York City!




THAT IS THE BEAUTY OF THE AMERICAN WAY WITH FOOD: THERE IS A GENEROSITY OF GIVING AND TAKING IN BOTH INGREDIENT SELECTION AND TECHNIQUE AS THE RECIPES EVOLVE.





Each of these Little-You-Name-It-Towns in the city celebrates its diverse culture with its own clubs, churches, and temples, as well as food shops, delis, bakeries, restaurants, and every single non-food category as well. Often business in these locales is conducted in the mother tongue of the immigrant population, and yet all comers are welcome, regardless of their pedigree—it is a business after all.


As the immigrants arrived, they made their decisions. Some chose big cities, some chose small towns, and some started their own communities throughout the country. As they adapted to their new environment, they cooked up their classics, with their modifications, and their brand-new recipes. All of these recipes now form part of the new American cooking.
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As these original immigrants arrived, in wave after wave, each family cook discovered an entirely new way of looking at food, a whole new palette of ingredients, and often to their dismay, the lack of a couple or even many of their favorite ingredients. This provided nearly Proustian moments, some melancholy, some joyous, during many celebrations, when the cook fantasized about an ingredient she could not find; but the need to improvise also served as a catalyst for the cook to discover new ingredients, substituting them for the traditional ones and inventing new dishes based on the New World’s bounty. Recipes were changed, modified, and in many cases, so completely refigured as to defy recognition. These new recipes make up a good portion of those you will find in this book.


I am pretty sure there is not a traditional Italian version of the famous Trenton, New Jersey–style tomato pie to be found in Napoli, Italy, but there is no doubt that a Neapolitan would enjoy this new dish. There will also be some purely traditional dishes, like Cornish pasties in the Great Lakes region as well as the French Canadian tourtiere in New England. Both of these dishes, adapted for their new homes, would be recognizable in their birthplace. That is the beauty of the American way with food: There is a generosity of giving and taking in both ingredient selection and technique as the recipes evolve.


In the dessert world, this book is my most ambitious ever. These are not restaurant desserts, but in fact real home-style desserts from Sunday suppers all over the country. Certainly there are thousands of cobbler, crumble, and pie recipes in these United States and Canada, and I tried to include regional specialties along with the classic fruit varieties. But the crazy creamy sweet pies of the upper Midwest, the puddings of the Deep South, the simplest fruit crumbles and crisps of the West, are unique and so delicious, and to my mind, unheralded outside of their own regions, that they almost merit an entire tome themselves.




THESE ARE THE DISHES THAT HAVE STRUCK ME AS SPEAKING OF THE VERY PLACE THEY ARE SERVED.





There is a movement in twenty-first-century cooking that demands only local, only perfect, only seasonal and emotionally and politically vetted ingredients all of the time. I appreciate this seemingly rigorous attention to detail in sourcing, shopping, cooking, and eating. But let’s face facts—sometimes it is just not going to happen. Ideology and reality often intersect perfectly, but sometimes they don’t. Do not torture yourself, admonish your friends, or convince yourself or anyone else that there is only one path. Some days the organic local product may simply not be at the store or green market or farm stand when you want it. Buying the California romaine at the local grocery, even in local romaine season, does not mean all is lost or that Nigella or Alice Waters will take you off their speed dial. Sometimes cost is a factor, or sometimes it’s mere convenience, or even laziness.




TO BEST ENJOY THIS BOOK, LOOK AT IT AS A CULINARY TRAVEL GUIDE AROUND THE SMALLER TOWNS AND CITIES OF THE COUNTRY.





Fret not if you are not the perfect high-and-mighty culinary super-being you always hoped you’d become. Life is not always lived exactly as we planned. Do the best that you can to execute your plan, your ideal, your dreamy ideological best-case scenario, but also accept an ingredient, or a menu, or a meal or even meals a few days in a row that may not be ideal; sometimes it just is what it is. There is no defeat if you are cooking at home; you have already won the war against industrially produced, mass-market machine-made food that is devoid of nutrition, fiber, and the building blocks of health, satisfaction, and happiness.


To best enjoy this book, look at it as a culinary travel guide around the smaller towns and cities of the country. I am often at my happiest traveling by car or by train, stopping often and for irregular times, greedily touching and smelling the sweet or savory local produce at farm stands, intoxicated by the sweet yeasty fragrance of bakeries, smitten by the wafting smell of a woodburning grill, ecstatic in every sense to enjoy the music and rhythm of the locals doing it their way, the way of their families and their traditions—in short, submitting to the life force of just about any town I am in. In some towns it takes a while to crack the code: I couldn’t find the real Tampa until I found my new bestie chef Greg Baker, and then… there it was. In other towns, like New Orleans or San Francisco or Charleston or Traverse City, it’s hard to miss it.
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There are certainly thousands and thousands of recipes not included in this small tome, but this collection represents the dishes I have noticed over four decades traveling around places that, for the most part, I found uniquely and completely delicious. The absence of your favorite dish from Enumclaw, Washington, or from Silly Little Big Town, Nebraska, does not mean I do not like it; it means I probably missed it. The selection process in creating a book of 250-plus recipes out of the 800 or 900 recipes I considered—and the tens of thousands I have not even seen yet—was purely emotional. I hope you agree with many and are starting your own list.


Thanks,
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AMONG THE VERY FIRST IMMIGRANTS to land in the Northeastern region that would eventually be called Massachusetts were settlers from England and northern Europe. The history of the Pilgrims, their initial experiences with Native Americans, and many versions of the original Thanksgiving celebration are all well documented. Imagine the joy of the discovery of new ingredients of such depth and deliciousness as fresh local seafood like lobster, clams, flounder, and shad, or unheard of exotica like maple syrup, cranberries, and sweet corn!


Cold climates proved inhospitable to growing crops year-round, particularly the wheat of the English loaves. So corn flour, which had a longer shelf life, was used instead of wheat in the winter months to make things like Johnnycakes and Indian Pudding. The austere, simple cooking of the original settlers, particularly the English Puritans and the Germans, formed much of the spare, frill-free original food in the Northeast. But eventually the Portuguese, the French-Canadians, and the Italians would land and begin to make their mark on local food habits. From the mid-nineteenth through to the beginning of the twentieth century, about a million French-Canadian immigrants made their way south into New England. At the turn of the twentieth century, the Italians had made the Northeast and the Mid-Atlantic their new home, with many Neapolitans settling in and around Boston, Providence, and New York.


My contemporary comrades Lydia Shire, Jasper White, Michael Schlow, Ken Oringer, Jamie Bissonnette, Barbara Lynch, Ming Tsai, Johanne Killeen, and the late George Germon have interpreted these local culinary traditions in their own unique and delightful ways for the past three decades. Their intellectual and gustatory success is to our luxurious benefit as customers and as food historians.




Roadside treasures include BLUEBERRY PIE and JAM in Maine and New Hampshire; MAPLE SYRUP CANDY, PUDDINGS, and DONUTS in Vermont; plus CLAMS in a thousand ways (especially in infinite variations of “chowdah”), LOBSTER ROLLS, CLAM ROLLS, OYSTER ROLLS; and Italian-influenced GRINDERS, SUBS, and especially PIZZA—which has become its own food culture, particularly in New Haven, Connecticut.


A CLAMBAKE is just about as much delicious fun as you can have legally in New England; it is for me the maximum expression of this unique and delightful region. If you can wrangle an invite to the real deal, I suggest you bring something from your hometown as a hostess gift, something kind of fancy and handmade, like jam, cookies, or pickles. Perhaps you can make something from this chapter.





 





BUCKWHEAT-BUTTERMILK
PANCAKES



MAKES 8 TO 10 PANCAKES




Paired with tart buttermilk, the funky, nutty flavor of buckwheat makes a pancake that’s much more interesting than the standard. The flavor of buckwheat is so powerful and assertive that some recipes cut it with some all-purpose flour. But you should not, at least on the first try—its funk is my joy!







1 cup buckwheat flour


1 tablespoon sugar


1 teaspoon baking powder


½ teaspoon baking soda


½ teaspoon kosher salt


1 large egg, beaten


1 cup buttermilk


2 tablespoons unsalted butter, melted


Butter and maple syrup for serving









In a large bowl, whisk together the flour, sugar, baking powder, baking soda, and salt. Add the egg, buttermilk, and 2 tablespoons of butter, and beat until smooth.


Heat a griddle or large skillet over medium-high heat and spray with cooking spray. Pour the batter onto the griddle in ¼-cup rounds and cook for 2 or 3 minutes, until small bubbles appear on the surface. Flip and cook until the other side is lightly browned. Repeat with the remaining batter.


Serve warm with butter and maple syrup.
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Pickles and Preserves


When you think about the resurgent popularity of canning, it’s important to realize one thing: The period of time when its popularity waned—the time it wasn’t an integral part of life—was actually very, very short.


It’s a concept etched in the obvious: When we have a lot, we figure out a way to save it for a time when we won’t have enough. Whether your bounty comes from your backyard or a farmers’ market, you can postpone the mortality of beautiful foodstuff with a little salt, vinegar, or sugar. The processes—fermenting, pickling, and making jams and jellies—are ancient. And amazing.


If you think this is a trend, just be aware that it was a “trend” that started before recorded time. Don’t be intimidated by the process. Sure, it sometimes takes a little bit of specialized equipment, but it isn’t expensive and it’s a onetime investment. After that, you can refill the jars and reuse the pots and tools forever.


Actually, you’ll have to buy more jars, for two reasons. Once you see how easy it is, you’ll want to can more things. And you’ll give a lot of your jars away, filled, as gifts. The only way you’ll get those jars back is if your recipient wants refills.
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FERMENTING: This is the art of using salt to control the rate something rots to maximize deliciousness. It’s science, but it’s simple. Take a fruit or vegetable, expose it to salt (and maybe water), and give it time to develop plenty of lactobacillus acid, which to the tongue registers as a tang. It preserves the food and changes it. Sauerkraut (here) is the poster child for the process, and the beauty is you can shred almost any vegetable—beets, kohlrabi, turnips—and turn it into kraut. Add a little spice—caraway, chiles, ginger—to customize it. For Scotch Bonnet Hot Sauce (here), the peppers ferment for a few days to add character before becoming an ingredient in the more complex sauce. And Deli Dills (here) are one of the most beloved expressions, and so, so easy.


PICKLING: Vinegar becomes the agent of change in both “quick” and “putting-up” pickles. These are the ones that, when properly processed, will last on your shelf at room temperature for up to a year. The vinegar aisle is your toolbox: distilled, apple cider, sherry, champagne, white wine, red wine, rice wine. Each vinegar will have an application. You have to watch acidity levels and flavors. The vinegar becomes a brine with the addition of salt, sweet, and spice. The art is in combining the right vegetable with the right vinegar with the right enhancements. Recipes: Pickled Asparagus, here; Pickled Tart Cherries, here; Chow-Chow, here; Pickled Jalapeños, here; We Can Pickle That, here; Pickled Red Onion, here.


JAMS AND JELLIES: Fruit seasons can be notoriously short. For instance, peaches are at their peak for a couple of glorious summer months. But blink and you’ll miss cherry season entirely. The beauty is that when they are available, they’re abundant, and that abundance makes them more economical. So stock up and put the season in a time capsule. Sugar and a little bit of acid are the preservatives here. The balance of those things in concert with pectin, which occurs naturally in many fruits, will help you achieve the consistency you want. But it isn’t really important. A thin jelly is a thick syrup and no less delicious. Recipes: Blueberry Jam, here; Traverse City Tart Cherry Preserves, here; Bourbon-Peach Jam, here; Orange Marmalade, here; Fig-Lemon Jam, here; Apple Butter, here.


 




DELI
DILLS


MAKES 4 QUARTS




You know those crazy delicious dills you can only seem to find at the deli in New York? You’re never going to believe how easy they are to make at home.







¾ cup kosher salt


8 cloves garlic


16 sprigs fresh dill


8 teaspoons black peppercorns or crushed red pepper flakes


4 teaspoons coriander


4 pounds small pickling cucumbers, washed and stem ends trimmed; whole, cut in half lengthwise, or into spears









Wash 4 (1-quart) canning jars in hot water.


In a medium saucepan, heat 4 cups water, add the salt, and stir until dissolved. Remove from the heat and add 2 cups ice water. Allow to cool completely.


Into each jar, drop 2 cloves garlic, 4 sprigs of dill, 2 teaspoons pepper, and 1 teaspoon coriander. Evenly distribute the cucumbers among the jars, packing them tight. Pour the cooled brine into each jar to fill; the cucumbers need to be covered in the brine. Cover, but don’t seal the jars. Either put a lid on top with no ring, or cover with cheesecloth kept in place with a rubber band.


Take a picture of your jars, because they’ll be beautiful and you’ll want to remember that in a couple days when they look like a science experiment gone awry.


After 3 days, the brine will be cloudy and the pickles will be half-sour. If that’s your preference, put a lid on the jar and put it in the refrigerator. If you want full-sour, let them go a full 5 days before putting them in the fridge.


Either way, eat them within 6 weeks.











If I had some chile peppers in the house—and I always have chile peppers—I’d drop them in for a nice kick.
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BLUEBERRY JAM



MAKES 4 HALF-PINTS




The mid-summer blueberry bounty presents itself at farm stands, sure, but also in U-pick fields, in backyards, and—perhaps best—wild on a random hillside. The strategy: Get as many as you can while they’re here, make a pie (see here), and put up a dozen or so pints as jam for the eleven months of the year they aren’t available fresh. You will thank me in February. (Pictured here.)







6 cups fresh blueberries, rinsed, stems removed


3 cups sugar


Zest and juice of 1 lemon


½ teaspoon freshly grated nutmeg









In a large saucepan, mash the blueberries with a potato masher. Add the sugar, lemon zest and juice, and nutmeg. Turn the heat to medium-high and bring to a boil, stirring. Reduce the heat to medium-low and continue to cook for 20 to 30 minutes. Test the jam by doing a frozen-plate test as described here.


Remove from the heat and skim off any foam. Carefully pour into 4 sterilized half-pint jars. Seal and process according to the directions here, or search for “USDA canning guide” on the web for the latest guidelines.











 


To Can Jams and Pickles




Any jam or pickle recipe can be made, refrigerated, and used within a month or so without proper canning. But if you’d like to “put up” your haul, you’ll need canning jars with lids and rings, a large pot, a jar lifter, a canning funnel, and a magnetic wand, most of which you can get as part of an inexpensive kit at your local hardware store.





To prepare the jars for canning, you can run them through the dishwasher on the “sterilize” cycle, or submerge them in a pot of boiling water for 10 minutes. To prepare the lids and rings, place them in a saucepan of water over low heat for 10 minutes. Don’t boil those.


Allow the jars and lids to air dry while you prepare the recipe. When the recipe is ready, fill the jars, using the funnel to protect the rims. Fill to within ½ inch of the rim. Use a lint-free cloth to carefully clean the rim, then pick up a lid with the magnetic wand and place on the jar. Take a ring and hand-tighten it. When all the jars are ready, use the jar lifter to place the jars back in the pot of boiling water, and—in most locations—boil for about 10 minutes. (If you live at a high elevation, you might need to boil for as long as 30 minutes.)


After processing the jars, use the jar lifter to remove them from the pot and place them on a towel on the counter to let them cool. As they cool, the lids will “ping!,” telling you they’ve safely sealed. If one doesn’t seal, put that jar in the fridge and eat it first.


Properly processed pickles and preserves are good for about a year.


THE FROZEN-PLATE TEST: Before you start cooking the jam, place two plates in the freezer. When you think the jam might be ready, pull one plate out of the freezer and spoon a little jam on it. Put the plate back in the freezer for 2 minutes. After 2 minutes, remove from the freezer and touch the surface: It should be slightly gelled. This is like a look into the future; it’s what the jam will look like after it’s processed. If it seems right, proceed to the canning step. If it isn’t thick enough, you can cook it more, or add more pectin, then retest using the second plate.


 




NEW ENGLAND
CLAM CHOWDER


MAKES 2 QUARTS, SERVING 6 TO 8




Like so many great debates, the Battle of Clam Chowder—cream (New England) or tomato (Manhattan)?—would be best solved by substituting “and” for “or.” Both are delicious and deserve celebration. If the clams are bigger than cherrystones, I tend to go with New England style; it’s the variety I grew up with and bigger chunks of tender clam seem more at home in a bath of pearlescent ivory broth.







36 Manila or cherrystone clams


4 ounces bacon or salt pork, chopped


1 medium onion, finely chopped


2 stalks celery, finely chopped


2 medium potatoes, peeled and cut into ¼-inch dice


1 teaspoon kosher salt


1 teaspoon freshly ground white pepper


¼ cup all-purpose flour


2¼ cups milk









Put the clams in a Dutch oven and cover with water. Bring to a boil, cover the pot, and cook for 1 minute. With tongs, pull out the clams that have opened. For any that haven’t, cover and cook another minute. Discard any that don’t open.


Remove most of the clams from their shells, reserving 12 in their shells. Mince the clams that were removed from their shells. Strain the clam water to remove any grit and reserve.


Rinse the Dutch oven. Add the bacon and fry over medium-high heat to render some fat. Add the onion and celery and sauté until soft, about 5 minutes. Add 2 cups of the reserved strained clam water, the potatoes, and the salt and pepper. Cover, reduce the heat to medium, and cook for 10 to 15 minutes, until the potatoes are tender.


In a bowl, whisk together the flour and ¼ cup of the milk to form a smooth slurry. Whisk the mixture into the pot and raise the heat to medium-high, continuing to whisk until the chowder boils. Add the remaining 2 cups milk and whisk until smooth. When the soup has thickened, add the clams, including the ones still in the shells, and cook for 3 to 4 minutes, just to warm the clams up. Serve, prominently placing 1 or 2 of the clams in shells in each serving.











I like more celery flavor, so I might add 1 cup celery root in ½-inch dice with the mirepoix.


 





MANHATTAN
CLAM CHOWDER



MAKES 2 QUARTS, SERVING 6 TO 8




36 Manila or cherrystone clams


4 ounces bacon, chopped


1 medium onion, finely chopped


2 stalks celery, finely chopped


1 large carrot, finely chopped


2 medium potatoes, peeled and cut into ¼-inch dice


1 (28-ounce) can crushed tomatoes, pureed in the food processor


1 teaspoon kosher salt


1 teaspoon freshly ground black pepper


Crusty bread for serving









Put the clams in a Dutch oven and cover with water. Bring to a boil, cover the pot, and cook for 1 minute. With tongs, pull out the clams that have opened. For any that haven’t, cover and cook another minute. Discard any that don’t open.


Remove most of the clams from their shells, reserving 12 in their shells. Mince the clams that were removed from their shells. Strain the clam water and reserve.


Rinse the Dutch oven. Add the bacon and fry over medium-high heat to render some fat. Add the onion and sauté until soft, about 5 minutes. Add the celery and carrot and sauté for 3 minutes. Add 4 cups of the reserved strained cooking liquid, the potatoes, tomatoes, salt, and pepper. Stir, bring to a boil, cover, and reduce the heat to medium-low. Simmer for 20 minutes, then add the clams, including the ones still in the shells, and cook for 3 to 4 minutes, just to warm the clams up. Serve, prominently placing 1 or 2 of the clams in shells in each serving, with crusty bread.
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CORN CHOWDER



MAKES 2 QUARTS, SERVING 6 TO 8




It’s safe to assume that corn chowder was born on a day that someone came up empty when they went out clamming. Traditionally, this would use chicken stock, but here we get everything we can out of the corncob instead. If you can’t get good corn on the cob, substitute frozen corn: Add half the kernels instead of the cobs and cob milk, puree the soup, then add the rest of the kernels.







2 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil


1 large onion, finely diced


2 stalks celery, sliced very thin


10 ears corn, kernels cut off the cob (about 7 cups), the milk from the cobs scraped with the back of a knife into a bowl and reserved


2 large potatoes, peeled and cut into ½-inch dice


1 teaspoon kosher salt


2 cups milk


Freshly ground black pepper









In a large pot over medium-high heat, heat the oil and sauté the onion and celery until soft, about 5 minutes. Add 4 cups water, the milk scraped from the cobs, and as many of the cobs as can be submerged and bring to a boil. Cover, reduce the heat to medium-low, and cook for 30 minutes. Remove the cobs and discard. Add the potatoes and salt and cook until the potatoes are tender, about 10 minutes. Puree with an immersion blender until it is a consistency you like. Add the corn kernels and milk, stir, and simmer for 5 minutes. Season with pepper to taste and serve hot.











I love adding 2 or 3 ounces of good country ham, cut into julienne, with the onion and celery. It gives a rich smoky flavor that may scare away the vegetarians… or get them to reconsider their ways.
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STEAMED
MUSSELS


SERVES 2 TO 4




Other than the mussels themselves, the only thing you need here is a flavorful liquid to steam them open and some crusty bread to sop up the addictive broth when you’re done. Wine is classic, but no one will argue if you use beer or stock. This would be an excellent use for what is commonly referred to as “leftover wine” from another meal, a situation that has never happened at my house.







3 tablespoons unsalted butter


1 medium shallot, minced


3 cloves garlic, thinly sliced


1½ cups dry white wine


2 pounds mussels, scrubbed


2 tablespoons fresh tarragon, chopped


1 bunch flat-leaf parsley, finely chopped to yield ¼ cup


Slices of crusty bread, toasted









In a large, straight-sided skillet, heat the butter over medium-high heat. When it has melted, sauté the shallot and garlic for about 4 minutes. Add the wine and bring to a boil, then add the mussels, cover, reduce the heat to medium-low, and simmer for about 6 minutes. Remove opened mussels to a serving bowl. For any that haven’t opened, cover the skillet and give them another minute or two. Discard any that don’t open. Stir the tarragon and parsley into the cooking liquid and pour over the mussels. Serve with toasted bread.











It makes a lot of sense to add 2 tablespoons grain mustard when you add the wine, and maybe even ¼ cup cream to smooth it out.
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CORN MUFFINS


MAKES 12 MUFFINS




You might think the New England corn muffin and Southern Cornbread (here) are similar. Not the case. The corn muffin celebrates the sweetness of corn by adding more sugar, and then honey for good measure. You’d have a hard time convincing a Southerner that either of those ideas was good.







2 cups all-purpose flour


1 cup cornmeal


½ cup sugar


2 tablespoons baking powder


1 teaspoon kosher salt


2 large eggs


1 cup milk


¼ cup honey


4 tablespoons unsalted butter, melted









Preheat the oven to 400°F. Spray the cups of a 12-cup muffin tin with cooking spray.


Combine the flour, cornmeal, sugar, baking powder, and salt in a medium bowl. Add the eggs, milk, honey, and butter and stir until well blended. Spoon the batter in the cups of the muffin tin, nearly filling each. Bake for about 15 minutes, or until they begin to turn golden.











I might sprinkle ½ teaspoon freshly grated pecorino Romano on top of each muffin before they go in the oven, and then call them Italian polenta muffins.
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RHODE ISLAND
STUFFIES


MAKES 16 STUFFIES




The very shape of the clamshell invites stuffing, and anywhere you find clams, you’ll find people stuffing them. In the immigrant communities on the coasts of Massachusetts and Rhode Island, Stuffies are nothing short of a signature. There is always pork, there is always bread, and there are rarely leftovers. I make two each as an appetizer, but any clam lover can consume four easily.







8 quahog or other large clams, rinsed and scrubbed


3 tablespoons unsalted butter


1 onion, finely chopped


½ green bell pepper, finely chopped


1 stalk celery, finely chopped


2 cloves garlic, thinly sliced


8 ounces chourico or other dry, spicy sausage, finely diced


1½ cups fresh bread crumbs, toasted


2 tablespoons grated Parmigiano-Reggiano


Lemon wedges and hot sauce for serving









Preheat the oven to 350°F. In a large, heavy pot or Dutch oven, bring 2 cups water to a boil. Drop the clams in the pot, cover, and steam for about 8 minutes, removing the clams as they open. Discard any that don’t open after 10 minutes. When they’re cooked, remove the meat from the shells and chop it finely. Set the meat and shells aside. Strain the cooking liquid through cheesecloth and set it aside.


Clean the clamshells and arrange them open side up on a baking sheet.


In a large skillet, melt the butter over medium-high heat and sauté the onion, pepper, and celery until the onion has softened, about 5 minutes. Add the garlic and sausage and cook for about 3 minutes. Stir in the clams and the bread crumbs. Add up to ¾ cup of the reserved cooking liquid, ¼ cup at a time, until the stuffing is moistened.


Spoon the stuffing into the shells, mounding it generously. Sprinkle the cheese over the stuffing. Bake for 15 to 20 minutes, until the stuffing starts to brown. Serve with lemon wedges and hot sauce.











 




MANHATTAN


MAKES 1 COCKTAIL




The ratios have varied widely in this classic since its introduction in the late 1800s, and by some accounts this was once a vermouth drink with a little rye in it. Modern versions favor the whiskey.







3 ounces rye whiskey


½ ounce sweet red vermouth


2 dashes Angostura bitters


1 maraschino cherry is classic, but I prefer a brandied cherry









Combine the rye, vermouth, and bitters in a cocktail shaker with ice. Shake well, but do not froth up. Strain into a chilled martini glass with a cherry as a garnish.
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JOHNNYCAKES


MAKES 12 JOHNNYCAKES




These little blini-like pancakes have become a trendy vehicle for hors d’oeuvres, but legend has it that they originated when Pilgrim women would cook them for men who were going on a journey. Regional dialects being what they are, “journey” became “johnny.” The journeys must have been successful, though. Johnnycakes eventually became a staple throughout the South and Midwest. Definitely serve with butter. Serving with maple syrup or your favorite jam is either a moral imperative or heresy, depending on where you hail from.







1 cup cornmeal, preferably white


1 teaspoon sugar


½ teaspoon kosher salt


6 tablespoons milk


1 piece of salt pork, rind removed (You can substitute with 1 tablespoon of either bacon fat or butter.)









In a small pot, boil 1 cup of water. (This is key—warm/hot water doesn’t work—it must be boiling!)


Preheat a griddle over medium-high heat.


In a bowl, whisk together the cornmeal, sugar, salt, and the 1 cup boiling water until the mixture thickens. Let the batter rest 10 minutes, then whisk in the milk.


Place a fork into the piece of salt pork and drag it across the top of the hot griddle to grease it. Drop heaping tablespoonfuls of batter onto the griddle and cook for 3 to 4 minutes, until the edges set. Flip and cook on the other side for 4 to 5 minutes, until the cake is firm. Repeat with the remaining batter.











I might spread some room-temperature soft runny cheese like ripe brie or teleme on these, with a little Dijon or even horseradish, and serve them warm as an appetizer.
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FISH AND CHIPS


SERVES 6 TO 8




If you figure that we as a nation just kept Fish and Chips when we kicked the British out, your history is a little off. It hadn’t been invented yet. The combination became popular here in the mid-1800s, about the same time the London working class was making it Britain’s iconic dish.







FOR THE FISH AND CHIPS


Canola or corn oil for deep-frying


2 cups all-purpose flour


1 teaspoon baking powder


1 teaspoon kosher salt plus more for seasoning


1 (16-ounce) bottle beer


1 large egg, lightly beaten


2 pounds russet potatoes (3 to 4 large potatoes), each cut lengthwise into 8 wedges, soaked in ice water for at least an hour


2 pounds cod fillets, cut into 8 pieces


Freshly ground black pepper







FOR THE TARTAR SAUCE


1 cup mayonnaise


½ cup sour cream


3 tablespoons chopped capers


3 tablespoons chopped pickles (gherkins preferred) plus 2 tablespoons of the brining liquid


1 tablespoon Dijon mustard


Juice of ½ lemon


Lemon wedges for serving


Malt vinegar for serving, optional









FOR THE FISH AND CHIPS: In a large, heavy pot or Dutch oven, heat 3 inches of oil to 300°F. Preheat the oven to 225°F.


In a large bowl, whisk together the flour, baking powder, salt, beer, and egg.


Line two baking sheets with newspaper and top with a wire rack. Remove the potatoes from the water and place on a clean kitchen towel, getting them as dry as possible.


Working in batches, carefully add the fries to the oil and cook for 5 to 8 minutes, until they are starting to cook but aren’t browned. Remove the fries from the oil and scatter on the wire rack. Repeat to cook all the fries, then place them in the warm oven while you cook the fish. Increase the temperature of the oil to 360°F.


Dry the fish with a paper towel and season with salt and pepper. Working in batches, dip the fish in the beer batter, then carefully lower the pieces into the oil. Fry for about 6 minutes, turning halfway through. When they’re golden brown, remove to the other baking sheet and keep warm in the oven while you fry the rest of the fish.


When all the fish is fried, bring the oil back up to 360°F, return the fries to the oil in batches, and fry until golden brown, just a minute or two. Remove to a paper towel–lined bowl to drain and season with salt immediately.


FOR THE TARTAR SAUCE: Combine the mayonnaise, sour cream, chopped capers, chopped pickles and juice, mustard, and lemon juice in a bowl. Stir to combine.


Serve the fish and chips on a plate, with the tartar sauce, lemon wedges, and malt vinegar, if using, on the side.
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TOURTIERE


SERVES 6 TO 8




Before there was the United States or Canada, there was Tourtiere. While the meat pie is rightly thought of as indigenous to Quebec, the tradition is just as legit in the upper reaches of New Hampshire and Vermont. My French-Canadian grandfather made what I consider to be the definitive version of this around the Christmas holidays and I can still taste it to this day.







2 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil


2 pounds ground pork


1 medium onion, finely chopped


3 green onions, thinly sliced, white and green parts separated


4 medium potatoes, about 1 pound, peeled and diced


1 teaspoon kosher salt


1 teaspoon cinnamon


Pinch allspice


Pinch ground cloves


1 tablespoon milk


Basic Pie Crust (here), one crust in 9-inch pan, the second crust rolled out









In a large skillet over medium-high heat, heat the oil and sauté the pork, onion, and the white parts of the green onions briefly. Add the potatoes, salt, and 1 cup water. Bring to a boil, then reduce the heat to medium and simmer gently, stirring often, until the liquid evaporates, about 1 hour.


Preheat the oven to 350°F.


Add the cinnamon, allspice, cloves, milk, and the green parts of the green onions to the pork mixture and stir to combine, mashing the potatoes as you stir. Spoon the pork mixture into the pie shell. Cover the pie with the top crust, crimping the edges to seal. With a sharp knife or fork, poke a few holes in the top crust to vent. Bake for 50 to 55 minutes, until the crust is golden. Let cool for at least 20 minutes before serving.
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NEW ENGLAND
BOILED DINNER


SERVES 6 TO 8




Perhaps the most succinctly named dish in culinary history, Boiled Dinner gets little culinary cred, but it might be the most-served dish in American history. It’s not entirely original; the New England version certainly immigrated with the first settlers from the major European cultures.







1 (4-pound) corned beef


2 tablespoons chopped fresh thyme


2 large onions, quartered


1 head savoy cabbage, quartered


1 pound new potatoes, scrubbed


4 carrots, each peeled and cut into 3 pieces


4 parsnips, each peeled and cut into 3 pieces


4 turnips, peeled and halved


½ cup prepared horseradish


½ cup sour cream


Kosher salt and freshly ground black pepper









Place the corned beef in a large, heavy pot or Dutch oven, cover with water, and bring to a boil. Add the thyme and onions, cover the pot, and let the water return to a boil. Lower the heat to a high simmer, cover, and cook for about 3 hours. Add the cabbage, cover, and cook for 30 minutes. Add the potatoes, carrots, parsnips, and turnips, cover, and cook for 20 minutes, until the vegetables are tender.


Meanwhile, in a small bowl, mix the horseradish and sour cream and season with salt and pepper. Serve from the pot at the table, with the horseradish on the side.
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LOBSTER
POT PIES



MAKES 8 INDIVIDUAL POT PIES




Lobster seems like such a luxury in most parts of the world that it may be hard to understand what it’s like to have so much lobster that you make pot pies with it. In Maine, they understand. Some days I skip the crust and instead sprinkle ¼ cup crushed Ritz crackers evenly over the top of each pie (and bake for 6 to 8 minutes). You might want to give it a try. It is oddly luxurious.







1 medium potato, peeled and cut into ½-inch dice


1 large carrot, peeled and cut into ½-inch dice


6 tablespoons unsalted butter


6 tablespoons all-purpose flour


3 cups milk


2 tablespoons sherry, optional


½ teaspoon paprika


Kosher salt and freshly ground black pepper


Cooked meat from four 1-pound lobsters, steamed or boiled (about 4 cups total)


½ cup fresh or frozen peas


Basic Pie Crust (here)









In a medium saucepan over medium-high heat, bring some salted water to a boil. Add the potato and carrot and cook until slightly tender, about 8 minutes. Drain and reserve.


Preheat the oven to 400°F. Grease eight 8-ounce ramekins and arrange on a baking sheet.


In a large skillet, melt the butter over medium-high heat, whisk in the flour, and stir for about 2 minutes. Add the milk and sherry, if using, and whisk until it thickens. Remove from the heat, add the paprika, and season with salt and pepper. Add the lobster, peas, and cooked potato and carrot and toss to coat. Evenly divide the mixture among the ramekins.


Roll out the pie crust and cut pieces big enough to loosely cover each ramekin.


Bake for 12 to 14 minutes, until the crusts are browned. Serve hot.
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INDOOR
SHAD BAKE


SERVES 2 TO 4




There are two signs of spring in Connecticut: the shad running in the Connecticut River, and the fires set up, surrounded by wood racks to cook them on. In an official Shad Bake, the fish is strapped onto the cooking surface with strips of pork.







3 slices smoky bacon


2 boneless shad fillets


Kosher salt and freshly ground black pepper, as desired


Lemon wedges









Preheat the oven to 350°F.


In a large, oven-safe skillet over medium-high heat, cook the bacon until crisp. Crumble and set aside. Pour off all but about 1 tablespoon of the bacon fat. Place the shad fillets in the pan, skin side down, and season with salt and pepper. Bake in the oven for 15 to 20 minutes. Serve with the crumbled bacon over the top of the fish and lemon wedges on the side.
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YANKEE
POT ROAST


SERVES 6 TO 8




The pot roast is one of those dishes that is practically a synonym for dinner. At its soul, it’s a way to marry inexpensive ingredients so the dish becomes more than the sum of the parts. Chuck roast is the traditional centerpiece, but any tough cut of meat is an option: brisket, lamb shanks, or short ribs.







1 chuck roast, 2 to 3 pounds


Kosher salt and freshly ground black pepper


1 tablespoon extra-virgin olive oil


4 ounces salt pork, cut into ¼-inch dice


2 large carrots, peeled and cut into 2-inch chunks


2 medium onions, quartered


2 cups red wine


2½ cups beef stock or broth


1 tablespoon chopped fresh rosemary


1 tablespoon chopped fresh thyme


1 pound small red-skin potatoes, halved


2 tablespoons all-purpose flour









Preheat the oven to 350°F.


Generously season the roast with salt and pepper. In a large, ovenproof heavy pot or Dutch oven, heat the oil over medium heat. Add the salt pork and cook until rendered, about 5 minutes. Remove the salt pork, but leave all the fat in the pot. Turn the heat to medium-high and brown each side of the roast, 8 to 10 minutes per side.


Return the rendered salt pork pieces to the pot, along with the carrots, onions, wine, 2 cups of the stock, and the rosemary and thyme. Bring to a boil, cover, and roast in the oven for 2 hours. Check occasionally to make sure there is plenty of liquid in the pot. If it gets low, add more stock or water. After 2 hours, add the potatoes, and bake, uncovered, for another 30 minutes.


Transfer the meat and vegetables to a platter. Put the pot over medium-high heat and bring the liquid to a boil. In a small bowl, whisk the flour into the remaining ½ cup of room-temperature stock. Pull the pot off the heat, whisk in the slurry, then return to the heat and continue whisking until the gravy thickens.


Serve the meat and vegetables with the gravy on the side.
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BOSTON
BROWN BREAD


MAKES 10 TO 12 SLICES




Do you have an anodized, nonstick loaf pan that you paid a lot of money for at a fancy kitchen supply store? Leave it in the cabinet. This bread gets cooked in a coffee can, and the more times you make the bread in the same can, the better and more authentic it will taste. A slice or two is almost mandatory with a bowl of Boston Baked Beans (here).







¾ cup rye flour


¾ cup cornmeal


¾ cup whole wheat flour


1 teaspoon baking soda


1 teaspoon kosher salt


1 cup buttermilk


¾ cup molasses


1 large egg, lightly beaten









Fill a large, deep pot about one-fourth full with water and bring to a boil over medium-high heat. Liberally spray the inside of a clean coffee can (one with a capacity of between 12 and 16 ounces) with cooking spray.
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