

		[image: 9781579658205.jpg]


	

		

			[image: ]


			DAVID TANIS MARKET COOKING


			Recipes and Revelations Ingredient by Ingredient


			Photographs by Evan Sung


			[image: ]


			ARTISAN | New York


		


	



				[image: ]


			A head of radicchio Tardivo. 





			where Cooking Begins


			When I say “market cooking,” I’m referring to a common French term. If a French chef (or an acclaimed home cook) is asked which cuisine is his or her specialty, the response may well be “la cuisine du marché.” It would be my response too. It implies a philosophy as much as a style of cooking. Loosely translated, it means: I go to the market, see what looks best, and then decide what will go on the menu. 


			The fresh ingredients provide inspiration for the meal. I don’t go with a fixed idea of what I want; I look for the most sparkly fish, the most tantalizing vegetables. I want them to be fresh, local, and seasonal—hardly a new concept, but a most admirable one. The best cooking I know depends upon it. It’s the age-old, traditional, normal way, even if today’s chefs and foodies lay claim to the farm-to-table moniker. A new generation is discovering the value of foraging, seeking out organic produce, and cooking over live fire. These are ancient practices. And for much of human history, sourcing local and seasonal produce was not a lifestyle choice—it was the only way to cook.


			A key aspect of market cooking is simplicity—letting the natural flavors of the ingredients shine. Delicious food doesn’t have to be complicated. When tomatoes are truly vine-ripened, a little salt and olive oil are all you need. A roasted head of garlic gives immediate satisfaction; freshly picked asparagus needs just a few minutes of steaming and a good vinaigrette.


			How did we stray so far from this place-based, seasonal approach? One-stop shopping at big-box stores may be convenient, but several stops at a couple of smaller shops may make a great difference. It means not settling for generic industrial eggs when a side trip from life’s busy thoroughfare will give you a better egg and a better meal. And perhaps a small adventure to boot. There really can be joy in marketing.


			What follows is a collection of recipes for some of the dishes and ingredients I like best—my own, admittedly sometimes quirky, favorite foods. Hence garlic, onions, and potatoes are given pride of place, and I wholeheartedly celebrate hot chiles and the power of picante. What’s more, the majority of the recipes are vegetable-based. Vegetables are central to a meal. I try to make them the focus, even if meat or fish is on the menu.


			Some of the recipes here are quite precise, others are presented in a more suggestive fashion. But a recipe can only go so far. More important is understanding the process, the how and why, the technique, the feel; ultimately, recipes offer guidelines and quantities, but only experience can make you a better cook. Mastering kitchen fundamentals will increase your comfort and your enjoyment in the kitchen.


			Cooking can be both a personal expression and a cultural one, connecting us to past, present, and future. It is at once creative and introspective. I also cook because I really want a good meal, and often the most satisfying way to get it is to make it myself—at home. Cooking (and, it follows, dining) is what makes a house a home, whether alone or with a companion, a few friends, or a large group. 


			There are a thousand good reasons to stay home and cook. When you get in the habit of cooking, it’s easy to weave it into your daily routine. If you cook once in a blue moon, there’s no continuity; you may feel rusty or reticent or less than rhythmic.


			But a trip to the market will help get you in the mood. In every season, there are colorful fruits and vegetables to seduce you. Your “market” may be a supermarket or a farm stand or a corner store that has fresh figs from the owner’s tree. If you’re lucky, there’s a regular farmers’ market in the vicinity. In any case, your goal is to procure the freshest ingredients and to cook them simply.
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			Daikon radish.
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			ALLIUMS UNITED


			One could nourish oneself quite happily only on humble alliums before ever venturing into the larger vegetable kingdom. These workhorses of the kitchen, so often taken for granted, can and should be appreciated in their own right. Any one of these allium family members—garlic, onion, leek, shallot, or scallion—can make a meal. Soups come to mind immediately, made from just one or another, or a combination. A rustic onion soup, a creamy leek potage, and a simple garlic broth can all be magnificent.


			But perhaps alliums are best known in their supporting roles. Every cook is familiar with the ritual of slowly softening onions in butter, olive oil, lard, or poultry fat—is there any lovelier aroma?—as the necessary first step to building flavor before other ingredients are added. It’s fitting that we call this “sweating,” since alliums do a lot of the heavy lifting when it comes to making a good meal. They boost tomatoes toward an eventual sauce, they give depth to a simple paella, and they add character to a braised chicken.


			Nearly every allium can be roasted, grilled, stewed, caramelized, pickled, or fried. All these techniques serve to emphasize their innate sweetness, taming their sharp bite. But often they don’t require cooking at all. Toasted bread rubbed with raw garlic is divine. Thinly sliced crisp raw onions are welcome in a salad. A little minced raw shallot or a bit of raw garlic are de rigueur for a good vinaigrette. A sprinkle of slivered raw scallions or of chives, another allium family member, is often just the right finish.
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			Garlic gloriously improves the flavor of nearly any dish.





			Garlic, Always


			Why does garlic come at the beginning of the book? Because it’s one of the most indispensable items in the kitchen. At least I think so. It’s on my short list of “can’t cook without” ingredients. Garlic quickens the appetite—it gets the juices flowing. Many a good meal begins with garlic gently sizzling in a pan in a little olive oil, sending its singular aroma wafting throughout the kitchen. It signifies to anyone within smelling distance that good things are soon to come. 


			If you want to understand how garlic grows, plant a few cloves in a flowerpot and observe what happens. First you’ll see a pale green shoot, like a skinny scallion. (When you go to the farmers’ market in early spring, you can often find foot-long young garlic shoots, also called green garlic. Green garlic is tender top to bottom, so aside from a little trimming, you can use it all. The flavor is fresh, mild, and sweet, in a garlicky way.) After spending another month in the ground, a bulbous head begins to form at the root. A few weeks later, when the cloves within have fully formed, they have a pungent, bright flavor, undeniably garlicky. New-crop garlic, ready by early summer, is divine; this is garlic at its best. At the market, you’ll know it by its colorful large heads, still fresh pink and purple, for sale before the majority of the crop goes to the drying barns to cure for use throughout the year.


			Even if you store it in a cool, dark place, your garlic will begin to stir, as each clove develops a green sprouting center. That’s because it’s still alive, with the innate instinct to reproduce. (Some people remove the green sprout before chopping—I don’t unless it’s enormous.) The sprouted cloves are the living future, so long as they escape the kitchen knife. Plant a few of these sprouted cloves, and the cycle begins again.
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			Pounding garlic in a mortar
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			Pink-tinged Rocambole garlic
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			Popping the skin
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			Slicing peeled garlic
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			Trimming whole heads for roasting





			Spanish Garlic Toast for Breakfast
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			In Spain, breakfast is toast. Whether you are in Seville or Barcelona, strolling along early morning streets, the smell of toasting bread is everywhere. There are two choices: with butter and marmalade or with garlic and oil. I say go for the garlic. The ideal bread is a crusty, rustic hearth-style loaf. You toast thick slices and rub the top surface with a garlic clove, not too vigorously (you are essentially grating garlic right into the bread, so meter the amount). Drizzle the toast generously with a tasty, fruity olive oil and, if you wish, sprinkle it with a little flaky salt and pepper. Aficionados wash it down with strong coffee or, if they’ve just seen the sunrise on their way home from a night of revelry, with something stronger—or with both.


	

				Pan con Tomate
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				If you have a ripe tomato, Spanish garlic toast can become pan con tomate (in Catalunya, it’s pa amb tomàquet). Rub the toast first lightly with garlic, then forcefully with a halved ripe tomato to make the bread red and juicy. Finish with a drizzle of oil and salt and pepper. And perhaps an anchovy fillet or a slice of jamón. Eat it for breakfast or at any time of day. Perfect as a tapa to serve with drinks; it is very red wine friendly.


			Garlic and Parsley, a Dynamic Duo


			Employing the classic combination of chopped garlic and parsley is a simple but sure way of adding flavor and brightness. Just a small amount can catapult your cooking to delicious heights. 


	

			Persillade
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				Persillade is the French term for a mixture of chopped garlic and parsley (the proportions can vary to taste, but it’s generally a couple of garlic cloves and a handful of parsley). Add a sprinkling of raw persillade to a dish for a pungent garlicky effect, or let it cook a bit for a tamer garlic taste. For example, sprinkle persillade over hot Golden Panfried Potatoes at the last minute and serve immediately. Or, to enhance any vegetable—say, sautéed zucchini or green beans—add persillade to the pan in the last few minutes of cooking.


			To make persillade, mix together ½ cup chopped flat-leaf parsley and 3 or more finely minced garlic cloves. 


	

			Gremolata
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				Gremolata, an Italian version of persillade, includes grated lemon zest in the garlic-parsley mixture. It’s brilliant. Traditionally gremolata is sprinkled over osso buco, braised veal shanks, but it’s just as good on steamed vegetables  or grilled fish or pasta. Like persillade, use it raw when you want a sharp garlic hit or cook it briefly to mellow the flavor. I occasionally add some chopped capers and grated orange zest to gremolata, or a small amount of rosemary  and crushed red pepper.


			To make gremolata, mix ½ cup chopped flat-leaf parsley with 2 finely minced garlic cloves and the grated zest of 1 lemon.


	

			Roasting whole Garlic heads
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			A whole soft, oozing caramelized garlic head for each lucky diner.


	


	


			Raw or briefly cooked garlic is pungent, strong, and wild, whereas long-cooked garlic has a mellow sweetness. That’s why the French can invent a dish called “chicken with 40 cloves of garlic” and get away with it, and why even the most garlic-phobic can love a garlic head that has been roasted for a long time, oozing with tender caramelized cloves. Use a fork to press the soft roasted garlic cloves from the skin, then spread on bread or whatever else is on the dinner plate. 


			To roast whole garlic heads, clean them up a bit, trimming the root ends and rubbing off any extraneous papery skin. (Some cooks cut off the tops of the heads, but I find that unnecessary.) Nestle the heads into a bed of coarse salt, if you wish, to keep them upright—the salt also conducts heat for even cooking. Or lay them in one layer in a baking dish on a bed of thyme sprigs. Drizzle with olive oil and bake for about 1 hour at 375 degrees, until completely softened and beginning to caramelize. It’s wise to count at least one head of garlic per person. Summer is a fine time to do it, with new-crop garlic, but it’s good all year round, as long as the garlic is meaty and firm, not sprouty.


			Garlic Cloves en Chemise


			You can roast individual cloves, either on a baking sheet or in a cast-iron pan. Just break the cloves apart, without peeling them, then cook them dry or toss lightly with olive oil and roast in a 375-degree oven for about 30 minutes, until softened. (Faster than cooking a whole head.) The French call this cooked unpeeled garlic en chemise, meaning still with its shirt on. 


			Garlic Confit


			To make a luscious confit with that slow-cooked garlic sweetness, simmer a good dozen peeled garlic cloves very slowly in an inch of olive oil until completely softened and just barely tinged with color. They should be done in about 30 minutes. Lift them out of the oil and salt them lightly. Spoon the whole warm cloves over fish fillets, braised meat, or scrambled eggs, or mash to spread on toast. (Use any leftover oil in marinades, for cooking vegetables, or for toasting croutons.)


	

			Roast Chicken with Whole Garlic Heads
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			Garlic heads surround and perfume a fat chicken.


	


			As with all roast chicken recipes, it is crucial to start with a wholesome, strapping free-range bird. Salt generously, and let a few sprigs of thyme and rosemary lend their herby perfume, along with a dozen garlic heads. The garlic is coaxed to sweetness with the long cooking. Serve each person one or two heads.


			1 organic free-range chicken (about 4 pounds), at room temperature


			Salt and pepper


			1 small bunch thyme


			1 small bunch rosemary


			A dozen heads of garlic, trimmed for roasting whole


			1 cup dry white wine or water


			Heat the oven to 425 degrees. Season the chicken generously inside and out with salt and pepper, then massage the skin to distribute the seasoning evenly. Put the thyme and rosemary into the cavity, then put the bird in a shallow earthenware baking dish or roasting pan. Tie the legs together if you wish. Surround with the garlic heads and add the wine to the dish.


			Roast the chicken, uncovered, for 20 minutes. Reduce the oven temperature to 350 degrees and continue roasting for 45 to 60 minutes more, until the juices run clear when a thigh is probed with a paring knife. The bird should be well browned and the garlic soft and caramelized. Remove from the oven, tent loosely with foil, and let rest for 15 minutes. Carve and transfer to a warm platter. Surround with the garlic heads and serve the garlicky pan juices separately. Makes 6 servings


			Roasted Chicken Legs with 40 Cloves of Garlic


			Scatter some rosemary and thyme sprigs over the bottom of a shallow earthenware baking dish or roasting pan and then scatter over 40 peeled garlic cloves. Season 6 large chicken legs (drumstick and thigh) generously with salt and pepper and lay them on top. Add 1 cup dry white wine and roast uncovered at 400 degrees for 45 minutes or so, until the skin is browned and crisp and the juices run clear when a thigh is probed with a paring knife. To serve, spoon some pan juices and 6 or 7 soft garlic cloves over each leg. Makes 6 servings


			Note: Egg noodles tossed with the precious pan juices and a few soft garlic cloves are delightful too, with or without the chicken.


	

			Garlic Chips
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			Sweet golden garlic chips with sea salt.


	


			Garlic chips make a festive and tasty garnish for not much effort. Count on at least 1 large garlic clove per person. Slice them paper-thin using a sharp knife or mandoline. Heat an inch of olive oil to 350 degrees in a small skillet. Add the garlic slices and gently fry just until light golden but not browned (golden tastes sweet, browned tastes bitter), about 1 minute. Remove from the oil, blot on paper towels, and season with a little salt. Sprinkle these tiny crisp garlic chips over mashed potatoes, onto pasta, into salads, or over pan-seared fish.


			Three Garlic Sauces 


			There are a variety of garlicky condiments enjoyed throughout the Mediterranean, most of which are made of garlic and olive oil pounded to a thick, creamy sauce. The most famous are French aïoli, Greek skordalia, and Spanish all-i-oli. Which came first is a matter still up for debate. And there are more: Lebanese toum and Turkish tarator, among many others, which are equally fine. All have a spreadable, dollopy, mayonnaise-like consistency and are used with abandon to accompany lamb, grilled fish, fish soups, and vegetables of every kind, cooked or raw. For garlic lovers only—no apologies. (Think height of summer, with a glass of chilled rosé in hand.)


			To make any of these, you need an ingredient to bind the emulsion: bread, potato, nuts, or egg. For skordalia, cooked and mashed potatoes are used to that effect (though my Greek friend Aglaia makes hers with pounded blanched almonds). Aïoli is generally thickened with egg yolk, like mayonnaise. Lebanese toum sometimes uses egg white; tarator relies on pounded walnuts. Old-fashioned all-i-oli uses only garlic for thickening.


			These garlic sauces are traditionally served on the thickish side, but I prefer them with a soft-whipped consistency, so I usually dilute them with a little cold water, whisking in a tablespoon or so at the end. It should go without saying that if you’re making a sauce of mostly garlic, the garlic should be of the highest quality, preferably fresh summer garlic. Oh, and lemon juice or vinegar? There’s no right or wrong way. Some use it and some shun it altogether.


			 Skordalia (Greek Garlic Sauce)


			Try skordalia as a dip for potato chips or crudités. It’s also perfect in a pita sandwich of lightly salted tomato slices or as a sauce for grilled fish or shrimp. For a delightful alternative, substitute 1 cup cooked chickpeas  for the potatoes.


			½ pound medium potatoes, such as Yukon Gold or russet (not waxy red or white ones)


			6 to 8 garlic cloves


			Salt and pepper


			1 cup extra virgin olive oil


			1 to 2 tablespoons lemon juice


			1 tablespoon sherry vinegar


			Boil or steam the potatoes until tender; let cool and peel. Sprinkle the garlic with a bit of salt and, using a mortar and pestle or the side of a heavy knife, smash to a paste. Transfer the garlic paste to a medium bowl, add the potatoes, and mash together. Using a wire whisk or heavy wooden spoon, incorporate the olive oil 2 tablespoons at a time, beating well with each addition. Once the mixture thickens, thin it with a tablespoon or two of lemon juice (if the mixture becomes too thick, beat in a little water). Finish with the vinegar, mixing well. Season with salt and pepper and thin with more water if needed to achieve a milkshake-like consistency. Makes about 1½ cups


			Aïoli (French Garlic Sauce)


			In olden days, the French garlic sauce called aïoli was made by moistening and squeezing out day-old bread, then whisking garlic and olive oil into it to achieve the desired emulsified texture. Nowadays people use egg yolks instead of bread. So prevalent was it at the table in the south of France that aïoli became known as le beurre Provençal, used as liberally as butter in the north. (Aïoli, by the way, is not the name for any other sauce, so when you encounter impostors such as Yuzu-Wasabi Aïoli, Bacon-Chipotle Aïoli, or the like, be polite but not overfriendly. Somehow the name has been co-opted to describe creative mayonnaise variations; to be true aïoli, there must be only garlic as flavoring.)


			2 large egg yolks


			4 to 6 garlic cloves, mashed to a paste with a pinch of salt


			2 cups olive oil, or 1 cup fruity olive oil plus 1 cup vegetable oil


			About 2 tablespoons cold water


			Salt


			Put the egg yolks and garlic in a heavy bowl and beat with a wire whisk for a minute or so, until slightly thickened. Slowly drizzle in the oil, starting with a teaspoon of oil at a time, whisking in a circular motion and making sure the oil is thoroughly incorporated each time before adding the next teaspoon. Once the sauce begins to thicken, graduate to a tablespoon at a time, remaining vigilant to fully incorporate each new addition of oil before continuing. Failing to do so, or adding too much oil at once, will cause the emulsion to break. (If this happens, start over with a new egg yolk and whisk in the curdled mixture as if it were oil.) When you’ve added 1 cup of the oil and the sauce is quite thick, thin it by whisking in a tablespoon or two of cold water. Then gradually whisk in the remaining cup of oil. Thin again as necessary. I usually add a big pinch of salt at this point and then let the sauce sit for a few minutes before tasting, allowing the salt to dissolve. The garlic flavor will intensify as the aïoli sits, so make it at least 30 minutes before serving—but be sure to use it the day it’s made. Makes about 2½ cups


			Note: You can also make aïoli with a handheld electric mixer or a stand mixer fitted with the whisk attachment. Alternatively, make it with a food processor or immersion blender (see All-i-oli). See also the photos of making mayonnaise.




				All-i-oli (Spanish Garlic Sauce)
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			A garlic lover’s favorite condiments (clockwise from top): all-i-oli, skordalia, and aïoli.





			Spanish purists insist that the ultimate all-i-oli (also called ajoaceite) is made only from garlic cloves, pounded to a paste in a mortar, and olive oil, added drop by drop to make a thick sauce. This old-fashioned method requires not a little skill and a saint’s patience. Most modern cooks use a machine and an egg, so today all-i-oli is basically a very garlicky mayonnaise, quite similar to aïoli. A stick-type immersion blender, which accomplishes the job in seconds, is the tool of choice. I even know a chef who makes a delicious all-i-oli this way using a half cup of milk instead of an egg—the powerful blender can create a thick emulsion with no egg at all. Though I’m not usually much for such tools, I had to try it. Here is my version. This all-i-oli is pure white.


			½ cup whole milk


			3 small garlic cloves, roughly chopped


			Generous pinch of salt


			½ cup olive oil


			1 cup vegetable oil


			Lemon juice (optional)


			Put the milk, garlic, and salt in the jug of an immersion blender or another tall narrow container. Whiz the milk to make it frothy and then, with the blender running, trickle in the olive oil and blend for 30 seconds or so, until somewhat thickened. Now drizzle in the vegetable oil with the blender at high speed, raising and lowering it until the whole mixture has emulsified, a minute or two. Transfer the sauce to a serving bowl and thin it by beating in a tablespoon or two of water or lemon juice, as desired. Taste and adjust the seasoning if necessary. Makes about 2 cups


			Note: If you like, replace the milk with 1 large egg.


			Three Garlic Soups for the Soul


			Soups are comforting, nourishing, and fortifying—and none more so than garlic soup. Countless renditions exist. In addition to tasting wonderful, a simple garlic broth is a tonic.




				Oaxaca-Style Garlic Soup
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			Consider a garnish of lightly fried tortilla strips.





			Every summer afternoon in Oaxaca, in the highlands of Mexico, the sky clouds over and for an hour or two, a hard and refreshing rain pours down. Then in the cool air of the evening, you go out for a bowl of sopa de ajo, made with the rich wholesome chicken broth Mexican cooks are famous for. The garlic cloves are first toasted in their skins on a hot comal, or griddle, then simmered to impart a mild garlic flavor. Now this is soup, nurturing and substantial but not heavy. With some chopped jalapeño, a squeeze of lime, and a basket of steaming tortillas, it makes an exemplary restorative meal.


			8 garlic cloves, unpeeled


			3 cups Blond Chicken Broth


			Salt


			2 large eggs, at room temperature


			1 jalapeño or serrano chile,  minced or sliced


			½ cup roughly chopped cilantro


			Lime wedges


			Toast the garlic cloves, in their skins, on a hot steel comal or in a cast-iron  skillet over high heat until lightly charred, about 5 minutes.


			Bring the chicken broth to a simmer in a medium saucepan. Add the toasted garlic cloves to the chicken broth and simmer for about 15 minutes, until completely softened. Taste the broth for salt and adjust.


			Meanwhile, place two soup bowls in a 350-degree oven. Once the bowls are hot, take them out of the oven and crack a raw egg into each one. Immediately ladle the piping-hot broth over the eggs, and give each bowl some of the garlic cloves. At the table, each diner uses a spoon to break and stir the egg into the soup. Pass the chopped chile, cilantro, and lime wedges. Makes 2 servings




			Provençal Garlic Soup
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			This bare-cupboard Provençal soup is insanely good. The ingredients are nothing more than a lot of garlic, some sage leaves, water, a little olive oil, and salt and pepper. It takes only 10 to 15 minutes to cook, but when you taste it, you’ll swear it is a long-simmered garlicky chicken broth.


			Like chicken broth, garlic soup is said to have all sorts of medicinal properties. It’s believed to both prevent and cure hangovers, strengthen the immune system, and aid digestion. It makes a perfect light lunch or supper on a hot summer day when you don’t feel much like cooking. When serving it as a first course, some cooks whisk a beaten egg, or a couple of beaten yolks, into the broth at the end to give it a rich, creamy consistency. Many brothy rustic versions—including this one—add a poached egg and toasted bread to make the dish more substantial.


			2 tablespoons extra virgin olive oil


			2 heads garlic, preferably new-crop, cloves peeled and sliced or roughly chopped


			12 sage leaves


			Salt and pepper


			6 cups water


			4 large eggs


			4 thick slices day-old French bread, toasted


			Chopped parsley, scallions, or chives


			Warm the oil in a heavy pot over medium heat. Add the garlic and sage and let sizzle a bit without browning, about 2 minutes. Season with about 1 teaspoon salt and a few grinds of pepper. Add the water and bring to a boil, lower to a brisk simmer, and cook for 10 to 15 minutes, until the garlic has mellowed slightly and the broth is flavorful. Adjust the seasoning if necessary. Keep warm over low heat.


			Ladle about an inch of the soup into a large skillet and bring to a brisk simmer over medium heat. Carefully crack the eggs into the pan, leaving ample space between them, and poach for about 3 minutes, until the whites are set but the yolks are still runny.


			To serve, place a slice of toast in the bottom of each of four shallow soup bowls and top each with a poached egg. Ladle the hot soup over the eggs and sprinkle with a little parsley. Makes 4 servings




				Garlic-Tomato Soup
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	This is a great summertime soup. Made with vine-ripened tomatoes, sweet onions, and new garlic, lightly cooked and pureed, it can be served hot or cold. Adjust the cayenne and vinegar to suit your taste, but it does need a little of both. A drizzle of fruity olive oil makes a fine garnish, as do snipped chives and basil.




			4 large tomatoes (about 2 pounds), cored and halved


			2 tablespoons extra virgin olive oil, plus more for drizzling


			1 large onion, thinly sliced


			2 heads garlic, preferably new-crop, separated into cloves (about 12 large cloves total) and peeled


			Pinch of cayenne


			A thyme sprig


			A bay leaf


			Salt and pepper


			2 cups water


			1 tablespoon sherry vinegar, or to taste


			1 tablespoon snipped chives


			A handful of basil leaves


			Heat the broiler. Place the tomatoes skin side up on a baking sheet and broil until aromatic and softened, about 8 minutes; set aside.


			Meanwhile, put a heavy-bottomed soup pot over medium-high heat and add the olive oil. When it is hot, add the onion, garlic, cayenne, thyme, and bay leaf and season generously with salt and pepper. Stir the mixture and sauté until the onion is softened and the garlic is lightly colored, about 10 minutes.


			Add the tomatoes, water, and vinegar and bring to a boil, then reduce to a simmer and cook for 15 minutes.


			Remove the thyme and bay leaf. Transfer the mixture to a blender and puree, then strain through a medium-fine sieve. Thin with a little water if necessary. Taste and adjust the seasoning. Serve topped with the herbs and a drizzle of olive oil. Makes 4 to 6 servings




				Mussels with Green Garlic and Fregola
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			brothy mussels with fregola








		Mussels with garlic is an age-old, deeply satisfying combination. In the springtime, use fresh green garlic shoots. Green garlic is somewhat mild, so you can add it with abandon. Mussels need some starchy accompaniment. Bread for sopping the savory juices is usually the approach. But some kind of toothy pasta, like the fregola (sometimes called Sardinian couscous) used here, also works well.


			Salt


			1 cup fregola


			2 tablespoons extra virgin olive oil


			½ cup chopped green garlic, both white and tender green parts (or substitute 4 garlic cloves, grated or minced)


			½ teaspoon crushed red pepper


			½ teaspoon pimentón, preferably dulce


			4 pounds mussels, well rinsed and beards trimmed


			½ cup dry white wine


			2 tablespoons roughly chopped parsley


			Bring a medium pot of generously salted water to a boil. Add the fregola and cook until al dente, 12 to 15 minutes. Drain the fregola and divide among four large soup bowls. Put on a baking sheet and keep warm in a low oven.


			Meanwhile, put the olive oil in a large heavy-bottomed soup pot or Dutch oven and heat over medium heat until hot. Add the garlic, crushed red pepper, and pimentón and let sizzle for 30 seconds, without browning. Add the mussels, stir to coat, and increase the heat to high. Add the wine and put on the lid. After 2 minutes, give the mussels a stir, then cover and continue cooking until all the mussels have opened, 6 to 8 minutes.


			Pile the mussels into the bowls of fregola, ladle the broth over, and garnish with chopped parsley. Makes 4 servings
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			Freshly picked green garlic
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			rustic toasted Sardinian fregola.
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			Onions are quite possibly a cook’s most important ingredient. Where would we be without them?





			Onions


			The humble onion—life in the kitchen without it is unimaginable. It’s comforting to remember that, in any season, an onion is standing by, like a steadfast friend; practically every dish benefits by association. Peeling and dicing onions is a meditative ritual, tears and all, and one that most cooks perform on a daily basis. 


			Onions come in every shape, color, and size, from tiny pearl onions to hefty, flat Bermudas. There are petite “boiling onions” and fat-bulbed fresh spring onions, perfect for grilling or roasting. Red, yellow, or white, they are at their best and juiciest when freshly harvested. They look pretty, pristine, and dewy at the farmers’ market bunched with their tender green tops. Walla Walla sweets are ideal for slicing and eating raw. Likewise, some Southern folk say Vidalia onions are as crisp and sweet as apples. Elongated red torpedo onions, originally from the Calabrian town of Tropea, are a great multipurpose variety favored all over Italy. They make cute diminutive onion rings too.


			You’ll want to make onion tarts and pickled onions, or sweet-and-sour spiced onions for an antipasto. Any type of onion, thickly sliced and grilled or broiled until slightly charred, can accompany whatever you happen to be serving—meat, fish, or lentil salad. A whole long-cooked onion, baked in an oven or in glowing embers until utterly soft, can make a meal on its own, lavished with olive oil and sea salt, perhaps with a drop of sweet vinegar.


			Keep a bag of onions in the pantry at all times and hunger will be kept at bay—one way or another.




			Onion and Bacon Tart
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			An onion tart is a beautiful way to show off the bulb’s many virtues. A classic example is this pizza-like tarte flambée or Flammeküche. An Alsatian specialty, it has only a few ingredients: onions, crème fraîche, fromage blanc, and bacon. Originally it was a frugal treat on bread-baking day, made from a scrap of bread dough and baked on the stone floor of the village’s communal wood-fired oven.


			FOR THE DOUGH


			½ cup lukewarm water


			1 teaspoon active dry yeast


			1½ cups all-purpose flour


			½ teaspoon salt


			1½ tablespoons butter, melted, or olive oil


			FOR THE TOPPING


			2 tablespoons butter or olive oil


			3 large onions (about 1½ pounds), sliced ⅛ inch thick


			Salt and pepper


			½ teaspoon caraway seeds


			2 garlic cloves, grated or minced


			¼ pound thick-sliced smoked bacon, cut into ¼-inch-wide lardons


			4 ounces fresh ricotta


			½ cup crème fraîche


			A splash of milk if needed


			To make the dough, pour the water into a medium bowl and stir in the yeast. Stir in ¼ cup of the flour and let the mixture get bubbly, 10 to 15 minutes. (You can made the dough with a stand mixer if you like.)


			Add the salt, melted butter, and the remaining 1 ¼ cups flour and stir until the dough forms a rough ball. Then turn the dough out onto a lightly floured surface and knead for about 5 minutes, until smooth. Cover the dough with a damp towel or plastic wrap and let rise until doubled in size, about 1 hour. (Or transfer the dough to a zippered plastic bag and let rise in the refrigerator for several hours, or overnight.)


			To make the topping, melt the butter in a large skillet over medium-high heat. Add the onions and cook, stirring occasionally, until wilted and lightly browned, about 5 minutes. Season generously with salt and pepper. Stir in the caraway seeds and garlic and cook for 2 minutes more. Let cool to room temperature.


			Put the bacon in a small pan and cover with 1 inch of water. Simmer for 2 minutes, then drain and cool.


			Heat the oven to 375 degrees. Punch down the dough, transfer to a lightly floured surface, and knead into a smooth ball. Let relax for a few minutes.


			Using a floured rolling pin, roll out the dough to a circle about 12 inches in diameter. Transfer to a 12-by-17-inch baking sheet lined with parchment. Stretch the dough to an elongated oval about 11 inches by 15 inches.


			Mix the ricotta with half the crème fraîche and dab spoonfuls of the mixture evenly over the dough. Spread the cooked onions over the dough, leaving a ½-inch border all around. Top with the bacon, scattering it evenly. Drizzle the tart with the remaining crème fraîche. (Beating the crème fraîche with a fork should loosen it enough for drizzling; otherwise, thin with a little milk.)


			Bake the tart for 30 to 35 minutes, turning the baking sheet around if necessary for even cooking, until the crust is well browned. Cool on a rack for a few minutes and serve warm, or let cool and serve at room temperature. Makes 4 to 6 servings
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			Building an irresistible onion tart.





			Onion and Olive Tart


			For a tart with a Provençal inflection, replace the ricotta with soft goat cheese, the caraway with chopped thyme, and the bacon with olives. Garnish with strips of anchovy fillet if you wish.




			Venetian Onions
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		This is a classic sweet-and-sour dish of small onions braised in wine with spices, raisins, and pine nuts. Every one of these ingredients but the onion was once considered extravagant.


			Peel a pound of cipollini or boiling onions. Put them in a pan with 3 tablespoons olive oil over medium heat and season generously with salt and pepper. Crumble a pinch of saffron and mix it into 1 cup dry white wine to harness its flavor and color, then add this to the onions and bring to a gentle simmer. Stir in a half teaspoon each of cinnamon, coriander, dried ginger, and cloves. Add ½ cup golden raisins, ½ cup currants, ½ cup packed brown sugar, and 3 tablespoons white wine vinegar, then add water to barely cover and put on the lid. Simmer very gently for 30 to 40 minutes, until the onions are soft.


			Remove the lid and turn up the heat. Reduce the cooking liquid until it is syrupy and coats the onions like a glaze. Serve at room temperature, with a few lightly toasted pine nuts sprinkled over the top. Makes 4 servings




			Lebanese Kibbeh with Caramelized Onions
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			The best part is the sweet, darkly caramelized onion topping.








		Kibbeh, made with spiced ground lamb or beef and bulgur, are little fried football-shaped savory treats eaten throughout the Middle East. This extraordinarily fragrant family-style version is baked and can be eaten hot, warm, or cold. 


			1 cup fine bulgur


			1 pound finely ground lamb shoulder


			4 cups sliced onions (¼ inch thick), plus ¼ cup grated onion


			1 teaspoon cumin seeds, toasted and ground


			Pinch of cayenne


			Salt and pepper


			½ cup ice water, or as needed


			3 tablespoons olive oil, plus more for oiling the baking pan


			½ cup pine nuts, lightly toasted


			Thick plain yogurt for serving


			Rinse the bulgur well, put in a bowl, cover with cold water, and soak for 20 minutes. Drain well.


			Put the drained bulgur, lamb, grated onion, cumin, and cayenne in a large bowl. Add 2 teaspoons salt and ½ teaspoon pepper and mix well with your hands to distribute the seasoning. With a wooden spoon, beat in the ice water. The mixture should be smooth and soft.


			Heat the olive oil in a large cast-iron skillet over medium heat. Add the sliced onions and fry gently, stirring occasionally, until they soften, about 5 minutes. Season generously with salt and pepper. Raise the heat, add ¼ cup of the lamb mixture, and fry until the meat is crumbly and the onions are nicely browned, another 10 minutes or so. Stir in the pine nuts and taste for seasoning. Let cool to room temperature.


			Heat the oven to 350 degrees. Lightly oil a 9-by-13-inch baking pan, then press half the remaining lamb mixture evenly over the bottom. Spread half the onion mixture over the meat. Add the rest of the meat to the pan, pressing with wet hands to make a smooth top. Score with a sharp paring knife to make a diamond pattern, cutting at least ½ inch deep.


			Bake for 35 to 45 minutes, until the top is golden. Spread the top with the remaining onion–pine nut mixture. Serve in squares, with a dollop of yogurt alongside. Makes 4 to 6 servings




			Spicy Buttermilk Onion Rings
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			Buttermilk is a miraculous ingredient that renders fried food crisp and flaky.








			Deep-frying at home may seem like a messy task, but you’ll be surprised by how easy, and how delectable, homemade onion rings are. A quick dip in a buttermilk bath and a light dusting of flour gives you just enough coating to yield a crisp, flaky crust. Banish any fast-food memories; these onion rings are really superior. This flour-and-buttermilk technique works well for just about anything else you might want to fry—and why not, while the oil’s hot? A cast-iron pan works fine, but an old Italian cook I know swears by an electric skillet, and her fried food is spectacular.


			Use small onions—red, white, or yellow—so the rings aren’t unwieldy. Peel 2 onions and cut them into ¼-inch slices. Separate each slice into rings, put the rings in a bowl, and cover them with buttermilk. Put 1 cup all-purpose flour in a bowl. Season the flour with salt, pepper, and a bit of cayenne. Pour about an inch of vegetable oil into a frying pan and heat the oil to 350 degrees; adjust the heat as necessary to keep the temperature steady.


			Take one ring from the buttermilk, dip it quickly into the flour mixture, and carefully slip it into the oil. Add more coated onion rings, without crowding the pan, and fry for a minute or so on each side, just until golden. Remove the rings from the oil with a spider or slotted spoon and drain on paper towels. Sprinkle the warm onion rings lightly with salt. Repeat with the remaining onion rings. Pass them to nibble with drinks or serve to accompany a meal.


			If you want to make a larger quantity, you can stockpile the fried rings in a low oven, on a rack on a baking sheet, while you fry more. But the truth is, it’s best to serve them as soon as they are ready so the rings don’t get soggy. Makes 4 servings
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			Red Onion Soup with Cheese Toasts
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			This homemade version is far better than the kind served in tourist traps, bubbling with molten cheese.








			Onion soup is an excellent antidote to blustery, cold weather. Though often made with beef broth, Jacques Pépin showed me this frugal version, made with onions and plain tap water (his mother made it that way, he said). His wise counsel: Don’t overcrowd the pan, or the onions won’t brown. Keep the heat high but not too high, so the onions don’t cook too fast and burn. Be generous with the salt and pepper. Bay leaf and thyme are essential, everything else is negotiable. A little red wine is welcome, a splash of Cognac couldn’t hurt.


			Olive oil


			3 pounds red onions, sliced ⅛ inch thick


			Salt and pepper


			About 10 cups water


			1 cup dry red wine


			2 bay leaves


			1 small bunch thyme, tied with string


			8 garlic cloves, roughly chopped


			2 tablespoons Cognac or other brandy (optional)


			6 slices day-old bread, lightly toasted


			6 ounces Gruyère cheese, grated


			1 tablespoon chopped sage


			1 teaspoon chopped thyme


			Set two wide skillets over medium-high heat (if you have only one pan, work in smaller batches). When the pans are hot, put 1 tablespoon oil and a large handful of the sliced onions in each pan. Season the onions generously with salt and pepper and sauté, stirring occasionally, until they are a ruddy dark brown, about 10 minutes.


			Transfer the onions to a soup pot and return the pans to the heat. Pour ½ cup of the water into each pan to deglaze it, scraping with a wooden spoon to dissolve any brown bits, then pour the deglazing liquid into the soup pot. Wipe the pans clean and begin again with more oil and sliced onions. Continue until all the onions are browned.


			Put the soup pot over high heat, add the wine, bay leaves, thyme, and garlic, and cook for 5 minutes. Add 8 cups water and bring to a boil, then turn the heat down to maintain a gentle simmer and cook for 45 minutes.


			Remove and discard the thyme. Skim off any surface fat, taste the soup, and adjust the seasoning. (The soup can be prepared to this point up to 2 days in advance and refrigerated; bring back to a simmer before proceeding.)


			Just before serving, add the brandy, if using, and simmer for 5 minutes.


			Meanwhile, make the cheese toasts: Heat the broiler. Place the toasted bread on a baking sheet. Mix the grated cheese with the chopped sage and thyme, along with a generous amount of pepper. Heap the cheese mixture on the toasts and broil until the cheese bubbles and browns slightly.


			Ladle the soup into wide bowls and top each with a toast. Makes 6 servings
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			Leeks


			In France, there’s a leek in every shopper’s market basket—not a bad habit to get into. What a wonder simply cooked leeks are, simmered in salted water, butter-stewed, or slowly charred over coals. They are a sweet, tender, elemental pleasure. Leeks are the mildest allium. Unlike scallions, they are almost always eaten cooked, and they are quite versatile—adding depth to vegetable soups and stews or served on their own, grilled or simmered.


			But leeks require careful, mindful cooking. Undercooked and still crunchy, they are unpleasant—but they mustn’t be cooked to smithereens either. Note that small leeks are more tender and require less cooking time.


			When prepping leeks for cooking, you’ll need to peel off and discard at least one tough outer layer, but don’t cut off the green top entirely; the tender pale green center is too good to waste. Large leeks should be halved lengthwise before chopping.
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