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			I am a Filipino—inheritor of a glorious past, hostage to the uncertain future. As such I must prove equal to a two-fold task—the task of meeting my responsibility to the past, and the task of performing my obligation to the future.


			—“I Am a Filipino,” General Carlos P. Romulo, 1941


	

			Jose Antonio Vargas


			Foreword


			In March 2018, the New York Times, America’s newspaper of record, declared, as if by decree: “Filipino Food Finds a Place in the American Mainstream.”


			Three years prior, in April 2015, the Washington Post had proclaimed: “At long last, Filipino food arrives.”


			You cannot discuss Filipino food and its arrival in the American mainstream without mentioning Nicole Ponseca, the owner of Maharlika, Jeepney, and Tita Baby’s, all operating within New York City’s highly competitive restaurant world, and chef Miguel Trinidad. Together, they celebrate and centralize Filipino culture like no other restaurateur and entrepreneur.


			Filipino food is the original fusion food, an idiosyncratic mélange of cultures and tastes, from Malay and Arab to Chinese, Spanish, and American. All that mixing makes Filipino food wholly original, much like the Filipino people, who are scattered all over the world, a diaspora numbering in the millions, almost four million of whom are in the United States. We are our food, with a special kind of pride that permeates the preparation and presentation of every delicacy. Nicole embodies that Filipino pride, which seeps through every page and every recipe in this book.


			I met Nicole on New Year’s Eve 2011. Like all Filipino professionals in New York City, I had heard about Maharlika. There was a joke going around that when you met someone Filipino, or someone who knew someone who was Filipino, the first question you asked them was “Have you been to Maharlika?” To kick off 2012, I wanted to introduce my friend Jehmu Greene, an African American woman from Texas and the former president of Rock the Vote and the Women’s Media Center, to Filipino food, which she hadn’t tried before. I figured it was time to see if Maharlika lived up to all the hype.


			Upon entering the restaurant, walking past a chalkboard featuring the “Tagalog Word of the Day,” I was struck immediately by the crowd. There were some Filipinos, but there were more non-Filipinos. Up to that point, I’d never seen non-Filipinos eat at a Filipino restaurant without a Filipino friend serving as the culinary translator, explaining what bagoong is (a paste of salted seafood) and the necessity of suka (vinegar). The bigger shock, however, was the menu, filled with all the dishes I grew up eating in the Philippines. Dinuguan was listed as dinuguan, not as “chocolate meat” or some other whitewashed name to make it more palatable and accessible to Americans. It was as if my culture—and food strikes at the very heart of every culture—were being exposed, not out of shame but out of love. Unabashed, unapologetic, fearless love.


			When I realized that the woman with the big, warm smile who was busy serving tables was one of the owners, I couldn’t help but pepper her with questions.


			“Why did you open this restaurant?” I asked.


			This is what Nicole replied to me, and to anyone who’s ever asked that question: “I wanted to change the conversation about Filipino food.”


			Nicole has more than changed the conversation about Filipino food. Part cultural ambassador, part epicurean anthropologist, part pioneering entrepreneur, she has led the Filipino food movement, which, over time, has touched every corner and every nook of what makes up Filipino culture. Instead of merely criticizing and deconstructing how Filipino food was being framed—and who was doing the framing—Nicole and Miguel got to work, constructing an idea from scratch and executing a different vision. What’s more, they’ve done all of this in a food industry where very few people of color thrive, in the process leading a seismic shift in how the global Filipino community thinks about food, identity, entrepreneurship, and what it means to claim ourselves. We all, Filipinos and non-Filipinos alike, are the beneficiaries of what they’ve built.


			Maraming salamat talaga, Nicole and Miguel. Thank you very much.


			Jose Antonio Vargas, the founder and CEO of Define American, is a Pulitzer Prize–winning journalist and the author of Dear America: Notes of an Undocumented Citizen.
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			Introduction


			Why Not Filipino Food?


			This is not just a cookbook. It’s a manifesto.


			For most of my lifetime, Filipino food was overlooked or treated as an afterthought. Sure, there were a handful of eateries for families like mine—immigrants who wanted a taste of home and the convenience of having someone else cook. These little enclaves were mostly mom-and-pop-type places that housed a small grocery and a steam table perpetually filled with Filipino staples. The people who worked there greeted you like family, and it was common to call them “Uncle” or “Auntie.”


			Every now and then, you’d find a few non-Filipinos who were either related to someone Filipino by marriage or knew to make the trip to a strip mall in the suburbs for a taste of Filipino food.


			Somehow, the complex beauty of what Filipinos actually cooked at home or ate in the Little Manilas always remained hidden—stuck in the shadows of our kitchen cupboards, wedged between Mama Sita’s flavor packets, bottles of patis (fish sauce), and cans of Spam. Meanwhile, the foods of our Asian sisters—Thailand, Vietnam, Korea, Malaysia, and India—were becoming mainstream and getting a lot of attention.


			Why not Filipino food? It’s not because we don’t have the numbers. With more than 3.5 million Filipinos living in the United States, we are its second-largest population of Asian Americans after the Chinese. In many American cities—like San Diego, where I grew up—Filipinos are by far the largest immigrant group. We are part of the fabric of many cities that rely on our Filipino nurses, migrant workers, military servicemen and -women, professionals, and Overseas Filipino Workers (OFWs).


			And it’s not because what Filipinos eat isn’t universally delicious. Our pansit—noodle dishes—can take the form of everything from a vegetable sauté to a decadent seafood bisque. Our barbecue skewers marinated in sugarcane vinegar, which renders the meat sweet and juicy, are popular potluck fare. The list of iconic Filipino must-eats includes the fresh seafood dish dressed in coconut milk, ginger, and bird’s-eye chiles called kinilaw; sweet, yeasty rolls called pandesal; the subtly sweet and savory rice flour and salted egg cake called bibingka; the crispy fried pork hock called pata; sour soups called sinigang; the Chinese-Filipino braised pork belly called humba; and a full roster of spicy, savory, and sour condiments that are the hallmark of a properly stocked larder—and much, much more.
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			Perhaps one reason Filipino food has long been overlooked by others is because of the history. The indigenous people of our Southeast Asian country—in reality an archipelago of more than 7,000 islands, 18 regions, and 81 provinces in the Pacific Ocean, which are classified into three distinct island groups: Luzon, Visayas, and Mindanao—have been influenced and colonized over and over again in what has been described as the “Malay Matrix.” The influences range from China and India (through trade), Arabia (through trade and Islamization), and Spain and America (through colonization). Not to mention the brief and grisly stints by the Japanese and British, whose influences on the cuisine are more of a footnote. Filipino food changed right along with that turbulent history. How all these interlopers affected the islands is colonialism, and its consequences reverberate even today. Perhaps one effect of colonialism was that it convinced Filipinos that our food didn’t measure up on its own.


			How could this impact me, an American kid in San Diego, almost eighty years after Spain left the Philippines and fifty years after the United States did? When I was growing up, our food was literally a joke. Howard Stern notably made fun of Filipinos because of what we ate, and Fear Factor had to bribe contestants to eat our balut and dinuguan. The message was clear: I should be ashamed of our food. But I liked the food—the balut, a duck embryo still in the shell, served as is; and the dinuguan, a rich, deeply flavored pork blood stew. While other cultures openly called their blood recipes morcilla or blood cake, I was told to call dinuguan “chocolate stew,” disguising its key ingredient.


			It wasn’t always bad. When someone finds out I am a Filipino, a common response is, “I love adobo.” And no wonder. Who can resist the addictively sour, salty, garlicky classic adobo, which seemed to be the friendly bridge for many to connect with Filipinos? But when this happens, I want to tell people there’s so much more to Filipino food than adobo. And not only that, there’s even more to adobo than one might expect. Because depending on the region, the province, the city, or even the cook, the dish changes due to the Philippines’ own ocean-to-farm-to-table foodways.


			From the most northern tip of the archipelago to the most southern, the nuance of flavors varies from province to province: bitterness in the north, sweetness in the west/center, and heat and spice in the south. But just when you think you understand and can classify Filipino food and its regional differences, another door opens to another matrix of influences and techniques. Despite these many influences from outside cultures, what I’ve found in Filipino people and Filipino food is a resilient adaptability that consistently evolved and changed with the times. Over time, I’ve become less interested in why Filipino food wasn’t popular and more interested in finding out “What is Filipino food?” and “How does food become Filipino?” The latter question is the heart of this book.


			I want people to taste the pungent, unctuous, real Filipino flavors—confidently funky (with cameos from bagoong—fermented seafood pastes—and patis), highly acidic (thanks to sugarcane vinegar and calamansi fruit), and coyly sweet (with the addition of ube, coconut milk, and earthy muscovado sugar).


			Which brings us to our Filipino food manifesto: it’s our goal to help change the conversation about the foods I grew up on, so that no one ever has to feel embarrassed about Filipino food and its customs like I was. We want to reframe the thinking so that people can consider Filipino food modern, authentic, and relevant. By highlighting details like its choice ingredients, unique flavors, and distinct techniques, we want to give Filipino food a seat at the culinary table. Let Filipino food be universally regarded as one of the world’s classic cuisines.
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			From Manhattan to Manila


			When I moved to Manhattan in 1998, the only Filipino restaurants I could find were steam table joints called turo-turo (turo means “point,” so it’s a point-point joint).


			These were efficient eateries where you’d hardly see anybody other than Filipinos dining. Typically, you point at what you want behind a glass-protected steam table and the staff gives you a hefty combo plate of rice, two or three ulam (entrées), and some broth for about $8. The food is good and uncomplicated. And the staff might be pleasant, but there’s very little in terms of service and decor. There were a few elegant high-end restaurants in Manhattan with Filipino owners or influences. But I longed for a place more boisterous and lively that felt like home.


			At that time, Food Network was popular and Emeril Lagasse was hamming and bamming all over the place. People were increasingly becoming aware of world cuisine, and chefs were the new rock stars. Early food bloggers were trailblazing their way to Flushing or Woodside. Dining out became a competitive sport, and we kept score with our Zagat guides. Suddenly, it wasn’t enough to be well-read—you had to be well-fed, too.


			Simultaneously, there was a tall, lanky, Ramones-loving chef traveling to the far corners of the world. Anthony Bourdain and his TV show were giving audiences a taste of flavors that had previously been inaccessible. Food knowledge was becoming the new social currency. Inspired by their dining experiences, people were visiting places like Vietnam and Japan.


			I was working for an ad agency, and I had an expense account that allowed me to take my clients to all the best restaurants of the time. Thai and Malaysian foods were just becoming popular—people were adventurous about trying pad thai and spicy curries. My clients asked to try Filipino food like the kind I grew up eating at home. But where was I going to take them? I was supposed to wine and dine our clients, and a turo-turo—despite the delicious food—wouldn’t do. On weekends or on business trips, I would travel to Seattle, San Francisco, Los Angeles, San Diego, or New Jersey hoping to find the kind of restaurant I envisioned, and there was nothing in those cities, either.
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			My parents taught me to be proud of being a Filipino. Like many first-generation Filipino Americans (aka Fil-Ams), my dad came to America by enlisting in the U.S. military, and my mom was a nurse. My drive and work ethic come from my mom, but my love of Filipino food comes from my dad. I think both of them unwittingly set the foundation for me to be a restaurant owner.


			My dad was a navy man and was often away from home, deployed overseas cooking on a ship. When he was home, he taught me to cook. He showed me how to make rice using your fingertips to measure the water and how to slow-cook oxtails to coax out the best flavors. He introduced me to suki, the concept of being a regular at his favorite shops for baguettes, fish, vegetables, and meats. His cooking tips—gleaned from years of working in kitchens—resulted in dishes that were different from anyone else’s. Friends and family always complimented his food. Being in the kitchen with my father was a form of escapism for me, and it brought me closer to my heritage. But I never intended to be a restaurateur, and working in a restaurant wasn’t exactly what my parents had in mind when I went to college. I had to do right by them, which meant building a solid career with benefits, a 401(k), and low risk. If you’d asked me in college or high school what I wanted to be, I’d tell you I was going to be the next Donny Deutsch.
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			He inspired me to become laser-focused while studying advertising; I was learning how to build brands and a connection to consumers. But I had a big problem with advertising and pop culture—I hardly ever saw Filipinos represented. I could count three: Dante Basco, Lou Diamond Phillips, and Nia Peeples. I felt uplifted whenever I saw someone who looked remotely like me in the media. I was hungry for it. Starving.


			With $75 in my pocket, I moved to New York City, determined to be a great ad exec. When I finally got a job working for one of the top advertising agencies in the world, I should have felt exuberant. Instead, I felt alone. I had taken for granted the Filipino community I had had back home in San Diego. In New York City, you’re an itty-bitty fish in a sea of people from all over the world. I’d hear questions like “Are you Thai?” or “Where are you really from? China?” or “Wait, I thought you were Mexican?” I was both exoticized and dismissed at the same time. I was learning about advertising and the power of representation in the media—and realizing I had none.


			The void of Filipino-ness was glaring at me, practically taunting. 


			Here I was in arguably one of the best culinary cities in the world, and I couldn’t think of one Filipino restaurant that fed my cravings and upheld a competitive New York sensibility. Once again, I was confronting a question that kept gnawing at me: Why not Filipino food?


			I began picturing a modern Filipino restaurant that was accessible but didn’t sacrifice identity. I envisioned a front-of-house staff that could tell guests about Filipino food with intelligence and eloquence—what bagoong is and why it is used, for example—the same way a sommelier could describe a Sauvignon Blanc from a specific region, or a server could speak with authority on Tuscany. I wanted to blur the lines between generations, play old-school hip-hop and serve new-school Filipino food. It would be a place that was delicious and fun. It had to be fun.


			So I thought, If nobody else is doing it, maybe I should.


			A Tale of Two Restaurants


			It took me more than a decade to open a restaurant, because I wanted to pay my dues.


			Up until then, I had worked at only one restaurant in my life—as a hostess in San Francisco while I was in college—and I quit after one day.


			As I did for my advertising clients, I made myself a creative brief and took this project on as if I had been hired to do it. My client was Filipino food. I studied the demographics and psychographics of diners and the Filipino diaspora, and I wrote up business plans. I did competitive research and collected any book or article I could find that focused on Filipino food, which wasn’t easy because back then, so few people wrote about it.


			For more than a decade, to learn the business, I was an advertising exec by day and a hostess-server-busser-dishwasher-bartender-manager in New York City’s restaurants by night. I hosted at the Soho Grand and Tribeca Grand, and was a manager and server at Colors, the restaurant created by surviving employees of the Windows on the World restaurant at the World Trade Center. I learned so much working for restaurant owner Estella Quinoñes of Restaurant EQ in the West Village and for the management team led by Peter Crippen at the Mermaid Inn.


			By 2007, I was working nights and weekends as a catchall front-of-house staff member at a French-Creole restaurant in Soho. I was trying to find a Filipino chef to help me open my first restaurant, Maharlika Filipino Moderno—maharlika means “royalty” in Tagalog; some define it as “warrior class.” I was going to be the restaurant owner, and I needed a chef to help bring my dream into reality.


			I scoured newspaper articles and the few blogs dedicated to restaurant musings to find somebody—anybody—to join me on the journey. I’d take a bus to New Jersey if I found out there was a Filipino chef cooking. I’d eavesdrop on conversations, hoping to find clues about where to find a chef. But no Filipino chef at that time wanted to take the risk. The thinking then was, Who’s going to pay New York prices for the food Filipinos cook at home? or, more to the point, Who are you?


			Sulking at a table during pre-service at the French-Creole restaurant, I realized I was ten years into this dream and nothing was materializing. I didn’t know if this idea was going to take off, because without a chef, I couldn’t move forward. Miguel Trinidad was the chef of the restaurant at the time, and seeing the distressed look on my face, he asked what was wrong. When I told him, he said, “I’ll give it a shot.”


			I didn’t know if it would work; Miguel is Dominican, not Filipino, and he wasn’t well-versed in the food. But he is a headstrong guy from New York City’s Lower East Side and has confidence for days—plus, he’s an excellent chef and a good leader. So I jumped at the opportunity. After years of plotting, the band was coming together. We had Miguel on food, and this really cool Hunter S. Thompson–type character from Manila named Enzo Lim on cocktails. I’d take the lead.


			We had to fast-track Miguel’s education on Filipino food. Luckily, the similarities in Latino and Filipino cuisine are strong. Still, our education was steadfast; we cooked every weekend for two full years before we served any paying customers. We would have dinners at my small apartment in Williamsburg, where I would invite strangers to experience and critique the food. I remember meeting a guy named Ray in Queens. He was Filipino and I invited him to dinner. That was the requirement; if you were Filipino, you were in. Slowly, we built a group of supporters.


			We worked through every single dish we wanted to serve—the traditional dishes that I had grown up with and had come to love, and new ones that were influenced by our teachers. We traveled to the Philippines, where our education felt like family reunions when we met with professional chefs and astute home cooks from faraway provinces. I think at the time, people found us to be an unlikely and unusual duo—the Dominican and the Filipina curious about Filipino food when no one else really was.
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			The provincial dishes were heartfelt, with aging kusineros (cooks) holding on to recipes as the last remaining vestiges of their past. I still can taste the slow-cooked broth with a deliciously startling spike of fresh red onions in Isabela; the vibrant hue of an orange empanada with a runny yolk in Batac; the heat in Bicolano cuisine; the nutty sweetness of burnt coconut found in the Autonomous Region of Muslim Mindanao (ARMM); the ocean salt in Cavite’s pansit pusit; the ginger notes of Cebu and Iloilo and so much more.


			Because we couldn’t find any investors or a space we could afford, we started Maharlika as a pop-up restaurant before there was even a word for it (people then called it a “limited engagement”). We were doing Filipino brunches at a French restaurant in the East Village that normally wasn’t open on weekend mornings. The first two days there was nobody there; by the third weekend, a line had formed around the block—in the dead of January!


			Meanwhile, we bounced around in some other temporary spaces. We served barbecue and siopao out of a shipping container in downtown Brooklyn and had another brunch pop-up in Williamsburg. We were hustling hard, barely sleeping. Miguel pulled multiple overnights in a row to prep the food. We longed for our own place. One day a guy overheard us talking and said, “I have a restaurant that’s empty if you want to take a look at it.” It was in New York City’s East Village. We went to see the place on a Friday. By Sunday we had the keys. A week later we opened Maharlika.


			Ligaya Mishan, a New York Times food critic, wrote a flattering review of Miguel’s cooking—she is Filipino American, too, which made it extra-special—and that’s what really blew things up for us. Shortly after, Maharlika was winning awards and accolades, and was acknowledged as a must-go-to restaurant by Condé Nast Traveler (among a select group of such restaurants in New York City). After we’d been open just seven months, somebody asked us to take on a struggling restaurant in a space down the street, so we took that over, too, and made Jeepney, a gastropub with food and decor that are rambunctious and bold. While Maharlika serves classic dishes in a bistro atmosphere, Jeepney reigns with creative riffs like chori burgers made with Filipino sausage called longanisa, halo-halo, and tiki cocktails.


			Our first months at Jeepney were rough. We spent every cent of our $80,000 start-up fund to build out the restaurant. We opened right before Hurricane Sandy ravaged New York City and wiped out the power grid, which left us unable to pay rent for months. We had zero operating capital, which meant no backup funds. I had to think of a plan fast, and memories of my dad eating with his hands flooded me. Kamayan is a Filipino way of eating at home without utensils; it’s simple and there’s nothing particularly special about it. I remember being embarrassed about my dad eating with his hands when my American friends came over. But now I wanted to embrace the custom and turn it into something to be proud of. We started serving large-format kamayan dinners as a last-ditch effort to jump-start the business. We reimagined kamayan as a table-length feast with no plates or silverware, just a spread of aromatic, flame-kissed banana leaves laid out with a pile of perfect white rice mounded high with juicy longanisa sausages; head-on jumbo shrimp cooked in adobo; a whole fried fish topped with vinegar-pickled peppers called escabeche; plus fresh cucumber salad dressed in sugarcane vinegar and patis. The dinners soon sold out, the spots reserved months in advance, and we were on our way.


			The Filipino Food Movement


			When we first opened Jeepney and Maharlika, we primarily served Filipinos and Filipino Americans. And I could feel what my guests felt: pride. 


			It was no small thing to be in a restaurant that was unabashedly Filipino. It was our party, and everyone was invited. Now when I look around the restaurants, I get a little gobsmacked seeing people from all walks of life coming to try Filipino food. When I was growing up, seeing a non-Filipino in a Filipino restaurant meant the person was likely married into the family. Now all kinds of people come just for the food. I also love that the restaurants have become places to have a first date or celebrate a special occasion; you can bring your coworkers or your mom and dad. But it always comes down to the food. And it’s a joy to have people from all over the world dine on our style of cooking the flavors of the Philippines.


			Running a restaurant is filled with pressure. Miguel and I receive a lot of feedback and we appreciate it—even when the reviews are mixed. Some guests don’t like the way we serve our dishes or are surprised that a non-Filipino is cooking Filipino food. Others say that their mom’s adobo is better than Miguel’s. And how could it not be? Who else can cook like your mother?!


			But in the years that our restaurants have been open, the conversation has changed. Before, the barometer of success for an ethnic restaurant was how much the food resembled your mother’s cooking. Now it has broadened. For me, I want to know how much a restaurant can push the envelope and remain devoted to flavor. So it’s with great pride that I see Filipino food happening all over the world. Kamayan, kare kare, and kinilaw are on menus cooked by Filipino and non-Filipino chefs alike. We see the Filipino food movement in New York City, but in other cities, too—New Orleans, London, Los Angeles, Chicago, and Washington, D.C., all have groundbreaking modern Filipino restaurants.


			Out of the shadows, Filipino food is finally enjoying its time in the sun. And diners and chefs are going deeper—researching their roots, making things from scratch, redefining what we previously accepted as culinary truths. There is a desire to know who we are, in the context of the global interest in our cooking: regional specialties, the ingredients themselves, the history and culture behind our food, the country itself—especially because Filipino cuisine is as rich and diverse as the more than 175 languages and dialects spoken in the Philippines. It finally feels like a Filipino food renaissance.
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			I Am a Filipino, and This Is How We Cook


			The Filipino food I grew up on helped inform me as to who I am. I am a Filipino—a “Latino Asian” born in America with dark brown skin and almond eyes. 


			My childhood home served tightly rolled fried lumpia and divine peanut butter stews like kare kare. And rice. Lots and lots of rice. I am part Caviteño and part Ilocano, and not only did my parents have different recipes and dishes, they also spoke different languages. My parents’ mother tongues were different, denoting their respective provinces in the Philippines and also their penchant for the salty/bitter versus the sweet/savory. They shared their love for me and shared other languages like Tagalog and English. They shared a penchant for ampalaya (bitter melon) and karaoke. And American love songs. Lots and lots of love songs.


			Together, Miguel and I, along with our team, built the restaurants and this cookbook as our way of writing a love song to Filipino food. We have spent the past years learning, reading, and especially traveling to all corners of the Philippines, cooking, eating, talking, and learning as much about the country’s food as we could. Many of these felt like once-in-a-lifetime trips, and I feel profoundly lucky: never in a million years would I have guessed that I could travel extensively in my parents’ homeland and finally understand all the stories they told me when I was a kid.


			These recipes are a distillation of our travels and a reflection of the many chefs who taught us along the way. We hope they influence your travels or your grocery cart. Most of all, we hope they further inspire you to create, experiment with, and hone your own version of Filipino food.




				Kare Kare
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			My all-time, forever-and-ever-amen favorite Filipino dish is kare kare. I was three years old when my dad first fed it to me—with a healthy dollop of bagoong—and to my mother’s disbelief, I wanted more. My dad’s response was, “Of course. She’s Filipino.”


			We cook the vegetables and meat separately for a better texture, and slow-cook the oxtails first with aromatics and wine. You must serve kare kare with rice and bagoong to balance out the sweet, rich flavors in the dish. Ideally, you should have a little bit of bagoong in every bite. serves 4 to 6


			5 pounds (2.3 kg) oxtails, cut into 2-inch (5 cm) pieces


			Kosher salt and freshly ground black pepper


			7 tablespoons vegetable oil, plus more as needed


			2 red onions, cut into large dice


			2 celery stalks, cut into large dice


			1 carrot, cut into large dice


			½ bunch fresh thyme


			4 cups (1 L) red wine (about 1¼ bottles), like a Cabernet Sauvignon


			1 cup (240 ml) Chinese Shaoxing cooking wine or sherry (see Notes)


			4 to 6 cups (1 to 1.4 L) stock, preferably beef


			1 pound (455 g) Chinese long beans or green beans (see Notes)


			1 garlic clove, minced


			1 pound Japanese eggplant, thickly sliced


			1 pound baby bok choy


			2 cups (480 ml) natural creamy peanut butter


			¼ cup (60 ml) soy sauce


			Sugar


			½ cup (120 ml) Achuete Oil


			4 to 6 cups (800 g to 1.2 kg) cooked white rice 


			Bagoong


			Notes: The goal of the long cooking here is to make the meat very tender, though it looks best when you serve the oxtails whole—meaning don’t cook them so long that the meat totally falls off the bone. If you can’t find Chinese long beans—they’re exactly what they sound like: long green beans grown in Asia—use green or yellow snap beans.


			Preheat the oven to 375°F (190ºC).


			Season the oxtails well with salt and pepper.


			In a Dutch oven or large, heavy-bottomed oven-safe pot, heat 3 tablespoons of the vegetable oil over medium to medium-high heat. Brown the oxtails on all sides, then transfer them to a plate. (You may need to do this in batches to avoid crowding the pan.)


			Remove all but a tablespoon or so of the fat from the pot and reduce the heat to medium. Add the onions, celery, and carrot and cook until they are soft and aromatic, 3 to 6 minutes.


			Stir in the thyme, letting it just soften, then add the red wine and stir with a wooden spoon or spatula, scraping up any browned bits from the bottom of the pot.


			Return the oxtails to the pot and add the Shaoxing wine and enough stock to cover the meat. Cover the pot, transfer it to the oven, and cook for 2½ to 3 hours, or until the meat is fork-tender but not falling off the bone (see Notes).


			While the oxtails cook, bring a large pot of salted water to a boil and fill a large bowl with ice and water. When the water boils, add the long beans and cook for 1 minute, or just until they turn bright green. Immediately plunge them into the ice water and stir until all the beans feel cold to the touch. Drain and set aside.


			In a large skillet, heat 2 tablespoons of the vegetable oil over medium heat. Add the garlic and cook, stirring often, just until it begins to soften, about 2 minutes. Add the eggplant and cook, stirring occasionally, until it is soft, about 10 minutes, then transfer the eggplant and garlic to a bowl and set aside. Wipe the skillet clean and heat 2 tablespoons more oil over medium heat. Add the bok choy and a pinch of salt and cook until bright green and tender yet firm, then set it aside on a separate plate.


			When the oxtails are tender, remove the meat from the liquid in the pot and set it aside on a plate. Strain the braising liquid and discard the solids, then return the liquid to the pot and simmer over medium-high heat until it has reduced by half.


			Reduce the heat to low, add the peanut butter and soy sauce, and stir until the peanut butter is incorporated and the sauce begins to thicken, 2 to 3 minutes. Taste and add sugar, if desired, then stir in the achuete oil.


			Return the meat to the pot and cook until it is heated through, a minute or two.


			Serve hot, with the vegetables, rice, and bagoong on the side.


				

			Filipino Food 101


			We have spent hours—days, weeks, months—thinking about what makes Filipino food Filipino in order to define the cuisine, or kusinero. This book encourages you to cook from scratch and to think of Filipino food as a classic cuisine with its own set of techniques, flavor profiles, influences, and culinary customs.


			People have said Filipino food is a cuisine of occupation, because so many waves of people from elsewhere inserted their culture into ours, often by force. We were a Spanish colony for three hundred years, and one under dear ol’ Uncle Sam for almost forty more, and even Japan invaded during World War II. The Chinese came centuries ago as traders and businessmen, and Indians, Arabs, South Asians, and other nomadic Pacific Islanders came even earlier. The Philippines also has many families with Mexican roots, as the Spanish fleets brought settlers from Mexico, another Spanish colony. These factors are important to keep in mind when you think about the Filipino culinary family tree, and personally, I love knowing how Filipinos have influenced the world and how the world has influenced us. (In fact, Filipinos were among the first Asian people to settle in the New World.)


			But there is much more to Filipino food than colonialism, exploration, and occupation, and the food starts not with these cultures but with our Malayan ancestors and all that was on the islands from the beginning. This includes ingredients, ways of cooking, cultures, and tribes that did and still do change from province to province, island to island. To paraphrase José Rizal, a nineteenth-century Filipino national hero who helped the Philippines finally break from Spanish rule, “You must know where you’re from in order to get where you’re going.”


			Though it is growing, there is not a large body of historical work about the original traditions of Filipino cooking, which at the beginning was called not “Filipino” but “Visayan” or “Luzon” or by the name of whatever island or group of islands you lived on, which then functioned as independent states. And there are not many truly indigenous people who still keep to the traditional ways left in the Philippines. But we’ve read nearly everything we can and have traveled to more remote areas of the Philippines where older customs are more or less intact, and that has further sharpened my thoughts.


			What follows is our approach to cataloging the basics of Filipino cooking. At first we created this organization just for ourselves, but we’ve come to realize that the information is extremely useful in understanding not just the uniquely layered Filipino cuisine but also the recipes in this cookbook, which is roughly organized into main sections with chapters that focus on foods with intrinsic Filipino flavors and techniques; other chapters that focus on the recipes that reflect our influences from elsewhere; and two chapters about our daily culinary customs. Some of the complex recipes include numbered step-by-step how-to photographs that you’ll see referenced within the method with accompanying parenthetical numbers. 




				The Regions of the Philippines
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		The food of the Philippines varies widely by region—there are officially eighteen regions, grouped together by commonalities in climate, terrain, culture, and ethnicity. Each region has its own specialties and nuances, with shifts in flavor, subtle swaps in the proteins or vegetables, or sometimes just a change in a dish’s name depending on the location. (You can find remarkably similar dishes with different names in different regions and cooks who wax poetic on the drastic change one ingredient can make.) For example, there is a strong use of fresh vegetables in Ilocos Norte, where farmland is fertile and people have long been encouraged to farm backyard gardens. The Bicol region is known for its use of chiles and therefore hot and spicy food, while the neighboring Visayas boast incredible seafood and crustaceans. And in the islands to the south, in the Zamboanga Peninsula or Northern Mindanao, you see influences from Mexico, Indonesia, and the Middle East.


			The Mother Sauces and the Holy Trinity


			Calling these Filipino flavors “sauces” is a bit of a stretch—technically they are more like flavor profiles. But I like to borrow the term mother sauce from the French because I believe that, like a béchamel or velouté, these five profiles are the building blocks of Filipino cuisine and the foundation of the recipes in this book. The flavors are built on the ingredients Filipinos traditionally had available as a tropical island country: Miles and miles of shoreline give us ample seafood; coconut and palm trees grow with abandon; we have copious fresh fruits that are used when sour and green or ripe and sweet; and lush fields of rice grow using terracing techniques developed in the Philippines before being sent out into the world.


			Sour


			Maasim is Tagalog for “sour.” There are some who like foods so spicy it leads to sweat, shakes, and gasps for air, but I’ve met countless Filipinos with a preference for a sourness so intense it provokes salivation and lip-smacking. Sourness is a cuisine-defining flavor profile. Sour is the gateway to Filipino food, and it sets the cuisine apart.


			Filipinos cook with tart fruits like unripe guava and papaya, using tamarind pods and leaves, and squeezing tart calamansi citrus fruit into nearly everything—are there other cuisines that rely on such a variety of vinegars and souring agents? Vinegars are made from palm, pineapple, sugarcane, rice, coconut, and countless other fruits—which are plentiful all over the Philippines—and then those vinegars are infused with chiles and garlic and all manner of aromatics and herbs. In fact, adobo, the stew that is the best-known dish in the Philippines, can be broadly defined as anything cooked in vinegar. We make ceviches, or kinilaw, with a variety of proteins, and vegetables are “cooked” with vinegar; we also have many versions of sinigang, a Filipino sour soup (see Sinigang na Baboy-Sinigang na Hipon) made using almost every possible combination of sour fruits and citrus, from unripe watermelon to a precious little tree fruit called bilimbi (tree cucumber).


			There is some kind of sour element in every Filipino meal, if not directly in a dish, then applied in the form of a marinade or the condiment called sawsawan, which, generally, is not meant to be a last-minute splash or dash, but to work deeply with the food and marry the flavors.




				Coconut
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			Coconut palms were everything to the Philippines at one point in time: They provided food, drink, and cooking oil. Husks were burned for fuel; the leaves were dried and used to make hats and furniture and to build housing. The sap was used to make vinegar; the meat was eaten young and soft or firm and chunked or shredded and toasted, especially in the far southern islands in the province of Mindanao—or, of course, pressed into the milk and cream that flavor the majority of sweet Filipino dishes. Coconut milk, or gata, also forms the basis of a sauce known as ginataan—basically, anything cooked in gata—that is applied to pork, chicken, crabs, whole fish, vegetables, and even sweet things like tapioca pearls or little dumplings of glutinous rice. Ginataan is ubiquitous throughout the Philippines—while flavorings and seasonings and ingredients may change from dish to dish, ginataan is one of the linchpins of the cuisine.




				Funk
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			In many traditional dishes, the umami kick is not from meat but from the funk of fermentation. First, you have patis, which is the Filipino version of fish sauce, a salty, funky liquid made from fermenting seafood in salt. It is largely used instead of table salt; thus, nearly every dish has a little bit of funk.


			And perhaps even more important is the thick seafood paste called bagoong. This ingredient—which has several variations (see Key Ingredients)—is a defining one in Filipino food. Add bagoong to a simple vegetable broth, and you have sustenance; add it to a coconut milk sauce, and you have instant complexity. Take the dish called pinakbet, the ratatouille of the Philippines. It’s a simple vegetable dish of eggplant, summer squash, squash blossoms, pumpkin, and Southeast Asian long beans simmered with tomatoes, ginger, onion, bay leaf, and bagoong, in which the bagoong provides the real flavor. And a dollop of the paste is what takes the sweet, rich sauce of kare kare from any ordinary oxtail stew into a dish that is uniquely Filipino.


			It’s important to note that Filipino food does not get funky, complex flavors from seafood alone. There are several other traditional fermentation techniques used in the cooking. Suka—Filipino vinegar—is fermented from palm, coconut, or cane sugar. Many sausages or cured meats get a sour tang from natural fermentation techniques (just like the process for making salami). Salted eggs—used liberally in salads, sauces, and baked goods—get a bold tang from being cured in salt. Pickled green mango and pickled mustard greens—or burong mangga and burong mustasa—are nearly always placed on a Filipino table to eat as condiments or companions to a meal. (As you may have guessed, burong means “pickle” or “ferment.”) And there is also fermented rice, which is sautéed with garlic and tomato and often served as an umami-packed dip with crisp cold fresh greens and fried fish.


			Tomato


			Three hundred years of Spanish rule made its mark on Filipino food, and today there are nearly half a dozen iconic Filipino dishes rooted in a tomato-based sauce, often enhanced with garlic and onion. While they are obviously Spanish in origin, the addition of seasonings like patis gives them an unmistakable Filipino flavor. Like all Filipino foods, they vary slightly from region to region and kitchen to kitchen, but they include things like menudo, a rich, deeply flavored stew made with meat like beef or lamb shank, tomato, chicken livers, carrots, potato, and the obviously Spanish addition of olives. Kaldereta can be similar, though it’s often slightly sweet or tangy and includes sweet green peas, also not an ingredient originally grown in the Philippines. And there’s lengua estafada—tongue with tomato sauce—and chicken guisantes, or chicken stewed with fish sauce, tomatoes, and sweet bell peppers.


			The Holy Trinity


			In French cooking, the holy trinity is the mirepoix, a diced mix of onion, celery, and carrot that is sautéed in fat until it is soft and sweet and then used as the base for all kinds of soups, stews, and sauces. The Spanish have their sofrito of onions, garlic, and tomato, and the Cajuns use onions, celery, and bell peppers. There are likely many other holy trinities in the cuisines of other cultures. For Filipinos, our holy trinity is browned garlic, Spanish onion, and ginger (notes most prevalent in Visayan cooking). Alternatively, instead of or in addition to ginger, our trinity might include some kind of umami in the form of pork belly (the Philippine diet leans on pork, and we even have a native black pig, baboy damo), canned liver paste, or bagoong.


			Culinary Techniques


			Here are an introduction to and translation of a few key Filipino cooking methods to better understand the cuisine.


			Kinilaw


			Kinilaw means to cook in “liquid fire”—aka citrus or vinegar, as with ceviche—and its importance as a technique in Filipino cooking can’t be overstated. If adobo is the national dish, kinilaw is likely its origin. The food writer Doreen Fernandez, a culinary hero in the Philippines, documented Filipino food long before it was cool. Her first book was Kinilaw, and in it she notes that kinilaw is the oldest known cooking technique in the Philippines. It is the basis for the Filipino food preferences of sour, salty, bitter, funky, and sweet. Though kinilaw is typically made with a fish—usually tuna—cooked or cured in citrus or vinegars, its use is much broader. Kinilaw can also be made with vegetables, and it is sometimes employed with meat or shellfish, always pickled or quickly cooked, then joined by fruit (calamansi, pineapple, pomelo) or coconut milk and a fish sauce.
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