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Introduction
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It was all the talk of the Upper Upper West Side. Despite everything else there was to lament in these sad and strange modern times—What’s up with D’Agostino’s?


Shopping at that neighborhood grocery store had become like visiting Iron Curtain Bulgaria. One day, there was no canned dog food; the next day, the dog food had arrived, but there was no toilet paper. Apple juice disappeared in June (except for that lone bottle of Mott’s Natural that hung on for weeks). Stock clerks kept pulling items to the front of the shelves, one deep, hoping that ten boxes of elbow macaroni could make the pasta section seem full. (It didn’t.)


Sadly, there’s a pattern here. In the past three years, three other supermarkets in our neighborhood have closed, and none of them have been replaced. If (when) D’Agostino’s goes, there won’t be a single mainstream food market in a forty-block swath of Manhattan.


Well, it’s not as if I live in a food desert (as, sadly, far too many Americans do). Our neighborhood is blessed with a lovely family-run greengrocer/deli on the corner and a natural foods store a block up. There’s a Whole Foods seven blocks north, and real estate blogs claim a Trader Joe’s is coming this fall. Still, I’ve tried to do The Big Weekly Shopping at each of them—but honestly, none of these stock everything I need. And in New York City, where you do your food shopping on foot, lugging packages home from multiple stores is quite frankly a pain in the ass.


You see, for nearly three decades, D’Agostino’s was where I did The Big Weekly Shopping. This is where I stood in line to buy bottled water after 9/11, and candles in the blackout of 2003. Where I bought milk, bread, and eggs before blizzards (1996, 2006, 2010, 2016—thanks, climate change!). It was the store that didn’t lose power after Hurricane Sandy.


And even more important, it was where I bought baby food (aisle 2) for my kids, until they graduated to blue box macaroni (aisle 3) and chicken nuggets (the end of aisle 7). Where I bought last-minute soccer snacks, the cake mix for birthday cupcakes, frozen pigs-in-a-blanket for my son’s annual Super Bowl party. The summer my daughter went vegan, I found almond milk, tofu, and hummus there. After my son’s nut allergy was diagnosed, I vetted all their baked goods to find the ones that were safe for him to eat.


D’Agostino’s had a decent produce section, where automatic misters kept the lettuce fresh (and cooled off my kids on a hot summer day). It had a sushi bar, fresh baked goods, and a very obliging butcher. But it was also the store where I could buy cat litter, a case of Diet Coke, Tide detergent, and Bounty paper towels—all the name-brand products we secretly need. Everything in one place—and then they’d deliver it.


And then it struck me—that’s what I’ve tried to provide in each edition of Best Food Writing.


Every year, I delve into piles of magazines and newspapers, scan endless websites, and forage through bookstores (a shout-out here to Matt and Nach at the indispensable Manhattan culinary bookstore Kitchen Arts and Letters). After seventeen years of doing this—the first edition of BFW came out in 2000—my end goal remains the same: to provide a robust mix of what’s up in the world of food writing. To assemble in one place a wide-ranging sample of all the intriguing food writing that’s been published this year.


On one hand, there’s the topical—reflections on the trends that made this year different, from meal kits (Corby Kummer, page 26) to extreme dining experiences (Jennifer Cockrall-King, page 21) to the failures of farm-to-table pieties (Debbie Weingarten, page 31). We’ve got John Birdsall turning the proper noun “Brooklyn” into an adjective for an entire artisanal mind-set (page 12), and Matt Buchanan archly describing high-end coffee orthodoxy (page 40).


But on the other hand, we’ve also got a reaction against trends and PC food snobbery, from Helen Rosner’s chicken tenders (page 8) to Kat Kinsman’s gumbos and goulashes (page 13) to Keith Pandolfi’s drip coffee (page 55) and Max Ufberg’s classic diner food (page 166). Kathleen Purvis (page 90) cries wolf on one chic “lifestyle” cookbook writer, while Rachel Levin (page 286) hands us a poignant shortcut around an uber-trendy San Francisco breakfast spot.


Within the covers of this book, I’ve also tried to strike a balance between cooking and dining, between everyday meals and special meals. There are pieces that focus on home cooking, with or without kids, from Phyllis Grant (page 82) trying out cookbook recipes with her children, to Andrew Sean Greer (page 276) remembering his mother’s dinner parties, and Pete Wells (page 271) embracing his role as home chef on vacation. Flip a few pages, however, and you can shift gears to contemplate the culinary wizards who create meals we could never reproduce at home—such as Jason Tesauro’s piece on Danish chef Bo Bech (page 210), Brett Martin’s homage to Jacques Pepin (page 249), or Daniel Duane’s frantic afternoon with Dominque Crenn (page 86).


I keep coming back to the fact that as humans, we’re somehow hardwired for breaking bread together. During a four-months-long kitchen renovation (see Best Food Writing 2011 for that tale), I could always pick up a tasty rotisserie chicken and bagged salad at my grocery store to create the semblance of a family meal, even if it was eaten on the living room sofa off the four plastic plates we hadn’t packed up. There’s a powerful lure to the foods we eat together as families—as we learn from Laura Donohue, cleaning out her mother’s kitchen (page 96), Besha Rodell revisiting the beach shacks of her peripatetic childhood (page 107), and Victoria Pesce-Elliott hungering for her ailing mother’s meatball recipe (page 114). It doesn’t even have to be a happy memory to be powerful, as Betsy Andrews (page 103) brings home.


Even when we don’t cook at home, we long for that human connection. I turn to Tove Danovich’s profile of a commuter bar (page 170), James Nolan’s essay on the right way to dine alone (page 175), or Michael Procopio’s valedictory blog post after his mother’s funeral (page 119). Of course, that connection can be just as strong when the subjects are drinking in company—as Rowan Jacobsen (page 44) and Wells Tower (page 48) so skillfully evoke.


The beauty of a full-service grocery store is also that it can offer a wider and more diverse range of products than you can find at the simple corner store or at the specialty shop. So do food writers, in our increasingly globalized food culture, help us expand our horizons. In these pages, you’ll find guides to exotic fare such as puffin (Brian Kevin, page 132), Swiss fondue (Tim Neville, page 240), Soba noodles (Francis Lam, page 264), or the legendary Cockentrice (Chris Newens, page 126). Howie Kahn takes us on a dizzying culinary tour of Singapore (page 187), topped only by Todd Kliman’s phantasmagoric journey to Mexico City (page 193). And it’s not just about taste-testing these foods; their cultural connections matter just as much. Which brings us to L. Kasimu Harris, jonesing for the New Orleans cure-all Yakamein (page 141); or Mikki Kendall (page 146), explaining why Beyonce carries hot sauce in her bag. Pableaux Johnson (page 158) writes his life in gumbo while Oliver Sacks (page 290) wrote his in gefilte fish.


Superstitiously, I still carry a crumpled “$5 Off” D’Agostino coupon in my wallet. It’s true, I could do all of my shopping online or at a cavernous, anonymous big box store. But it won’t be the same.


I ache for the check-out clerks and delivery guys I’ve dealt with for twenty-plus years. And I’ll admit, I’m also grieving the fact that I no longer am feeding small children—the realization that my kids have grown and will soon be moving out of our family home.


But I also mourn something bigger—the passing of a culture wherein we shop in person, in real time, fondling the produce and eyeing the meat. I mourn the loss, in our increasingly gentrified neighborhood, of this community nexus, where old and young, black and white, rich and poor met face-to-face. In an America that’s increasingly factionalized and incensed over the differences among us, here was a place where folks of all stripes came to buy the simplest of all things: food.


Where we smiled at each other and took our turns at the deli counter.


Where we let shoppers with only three items go ahead of us in the checkout line.


Where we practiced being human.


I refuse to lose that. I’ve just got to go out and find me a new store.









The Way We Eat Now









Brooklyn Is Everywhere


BY JOHN BIRDSALL


From Bon Appétit
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Though he lives in Oakland, California, John Birdsall’s wide-ranging food writing—Saveur, Lucky Peach, Eater, Chow, Serious Eats—covers trends across the country. So he knows you’ll know what he means when he calls something “Brooklyn,” even when it’s nowhere near New York.


The local beer is “craft.”


It costs $8 for a small plastic cup of stout that tastes like chocolate porridge. I set it on the bar and watch the liquid heave and crater from waves of feral folk-rock thrashing the packed room, coming from a bandanna’d blond kid onstage with a guitar, hair pasted to his pink face by righteous sweat.


Band stickers cover random surfaces of this old building like scales on a half-scraped salmon. Upstairs it’s open studio night, and women in wool beanies and art bros in Woolrich snowflake pullovers hustle past the galleries, cocking their heads to ponder installations referencing Star Wars circa ’77.


It’s my first time in this place. Maybe like you, though, I’ve been here before—anyone who’s walked through Williamsburg or seen an episode of Girls has. It’s a landscape of under-35s, bristling with locally brewed IPAs, restaurant pop-ups, and new kinds of mustard. And everybody—literally everybody—is flaunting freestyle forearm ink.


But tonight I’m not in Williamsburg. I’m in Indianapolis. And what’s playing in Indy, on this raw December night in Fountain Square, is a specific language of food, style, and cultural appreciation now spoken all over America and, damn, all over the world.


Go to Roma Norte in Mexico City, where you’ll stroll past guys with waxed mustaches and women in ’80s jumpsuits, nibbling expensive paletas from a mod turquoise cart. In Old Town Bangkok, around the corner from an illicit cockfight on the street, there’s a young Thai dude who set up a tiny Third Wave coffee bar. If you ask, he’ll tell you it’s modeled after San Francisco’s Blue Bottle. North, in Chiang Mai, a couple of Thai hipsters preside over the kind of barbershop that’s the anchor tenant of any Brooklyn block—in the chair, you can throw back a shot of whiskey.


It was less than a decade ago that urban America first got into this revived notion of homesteading, raising Ameraucana chickens and wearing overalls to take all-day butchering classes or make things in their tiny home kitchens (so many mason jars full of so many pickles). The Brooklyn Flea launched in 2008 with its mix of food and vintage, and by the next year an editor of Edible Brooklyn described a new demographic to the New York Times: “It’s that guy in the band with the big plastic glasses who’s already asking for grass-fed steak and knows about nibs.”


In Oakland, California, where I live, neighborhoods like Temescal are mourning braiding salons and African-American fried-fish shacks. You can buy vegan Earl Grey ice cream, or a terrarium of succulents, then head to the boutique for $129 hand-dyed shirts that aren’t so different from those at Le Bon Marché, the Paris department store, during last year’s “Brooklyn Rive Gauche” pop-up.


None of these objects is definitively Brooklyn, but the sum total nudges certain enclaves—Chicago’s Wicker Park, Los Angeles’s Silver Lake, and Stockholm’s SoFo—or cities like Austin and Portland (Oregon and Maine) into places where a near-spiritual reverence for anything “local” and a resolutely dialed-in personal style can tip into caricature. One that, astonishingly, looks and feels the same no matter where you are.


You see it even in smaller cities like Tulsa and Indianapolis, where I’m pushing through the crowd at The HI-FI before I head out to taste Indiana-distilled Backbone Bourbon at another bar. It’s late when I start to think about whether this city can hit all those Brooklyn notes and still feel distinctively like Indianapolis. In other words, once you look beyond the throwback cocktails and cheesemongers, can our seemingly universal food codes act as a shortcut for cities to hit on their real potential? That’s what I came to Indianapolis to find out.


Just up Virginia Avenue is a car-strafed condo strip called Fletcher Place. That’s where Milktooth is.


It’s best to sit at the counter at Milktooth, kitty-corner from chef and owner Jonathan Brooks as he works the sauté pans. The restaurant does brunch daily—opens at seven for coffee, passes out menus at nine, and closes at three—inside a rehabbed garage. It’s bright and open; looks like it was decorated by a thrifter with a good eye.


Brooks is 31, though he could pass for younger, wearing an apron with strings that pinch his back. He has a rooster tattooed on his hand, a pig’s skull on his neck, and something on his upper arm that resembles a fat ear of shucked corn.


For the next 40 minutes, he hands me plates from the line: a warm, delicately crumbly biscuit made with wild-rice flour, topped with a thick, cool disk of persimmon butter that tastes like raw Christmas-cookie dough; a Dutch baby pancake with craggy bits of oatmeal-dukka streusel, dabbed with spheres of puréed parsnip so smooth it’s like the whipped butter at IHOP; a grilled cheese sandwich of Indiana raclette. The bread is black—Brooks took it astonishingly far in the pan—and it’s perfect that way.


A cocktail arrives: Del Maguey mezcal and poppy-seed liqueur, shaken along with some egg white. It has tannins that filter up through the mousse-y cloud—like smoke through a bong’s diffuser, it’s been deharshed. It’s the best egg-white drink I’ve ever had.


Everything I taste that day at Milktooth shows off tight technical skills and an easy, loping confidence. The food is brilliant.


Then I begin to ask him how a kid in Indianapolis has the life experience to produce food at this level, then wonder to myself whether I’d be asking the same of a 31-year-old chef in L.A. or Chicago. I must look like a total snob, because as I hustle into my coat, making plans to meet up with Brooks later that night, I stop to tell the cook who made the cocktail how perfect it was.


He says thanks and asks where I’m from. “New York?”


“California,” I say.


“Here’s what I always wanted to know,” he asks: “When a magazine tells you they’re sending you to Indianapolis, are you like, ‘Damn, really? Indy?’”


Later that evening, Jonathan Brooks interrupts himself and points behind me. “I think that’s Sleater-Kinney!”


I turn to see the backs of two women leaving the restaurant, Bluebeard. It’s attached to Amelia’s bakery, which produces very good fennel seed–sprinkled semolina bread.


A smiling man is looming above our table. If any one person bears responsibility for the Brooklynization of Indy, it’s probably this guy, Tom Battista.


Battista, who looks like he’s settled softly into his 60s, used to manage tours for big acts. He got his start on the road with David Bowie’s Diamond Dogs tour in 1974, and now he’s into seeing that other kinds of young artists—Brooks and Bluebeard chef Abbi Merriss, to name two—are giving his city an identity beyond pork tenderloin sandwiches and the Indy 500.


He acquires evocative old buildings, then rehabs and leases them to young restaurateurs who promise to do something interesting. That’s one huge difference with Brooklyn: There, restaurant owners struggle to make rent. In Indy, Tom Battista plays benevolent papa.


That’s what happened with Amelia’s too, and with Black Market, where I ate delicious hunks of roasted beef heart, and with Calvin Fletcher’s Coffee Company, a chilled-out café nearby. Battista bought the old garage where Milktooth sits, then got in touch with Brooks to tell him he had a place he should check out.


Over drinks and a plate of Parmesan-loaded spaghetti, Brooks tells me he used to hate Indianapolis. He followed his older brother, a college professor, to Missoula, Montana, a place he liked for its hunting, fishing, and lack of bullshit. He’d sometimes drive the eight hours to Portland or Seattle just to eat in solid restaurants. Cooking’s call was too loud to keep Brooks in Missoula, so he moved to Chicago, staged around for a while till he was broke, then did the thing he swore he wouldn’t: He came back to Indianapolis.


That sort of migration helps explain why things that once defined Brooklyn—pottery studios, mead distilleries, or millennials selling their crafts—have turned up all over. Folks like Brooks read about them online, or got into them while traveling or while living in Brooklyn proper, then decided there was no reason their hometowns shouldn’t have them too. It helps that a greater percentage of young people are moving to cities than ever before. And why would they choose Brooklyn itself, where the average one-bedroom apartment rents for more than $2,500 monthly? That doesn’t even include a garden for growing stuff.


Brooks and I move on to Pioneer, where we swab toast through a smooth pink puck of chicken liver mousse. The bartender is saying something quietly to Brooks, who nods. “What did he say?” I ask. Brooks explains they’re talking about Sleater-Kinney being in Fountain Square, but only two of them, without Carrie Brownstein, the one from Portlandia. It’s never the famous ones who show up, he jokes.


Our last stop is Marrow, where John Adams, who used to be at Bluebeard, is the executive chef. It’s after ten on a weeknight, and we down old-fashioneds made with bone marrow–infused rye whiskey as Adams delivers chitlins fried crisp, delicate as curls of sloughed-off snakeskin, in a shallow bowl with red chile mash. It’s fantastic, if a bit overwrought.


At some point, I tell Brooks how I’m in Indianapolis to find Brooklyn, and to see how America’s dominant food trends play out in a place with an emerging restaurant scene. I see his face drop, like I’ve delivered the ultimate insult, regarding these young chefs as cartoon characters.


I worry he’s going to get up and bail. Instead he tells me, basically, that I haven’t looked hard enough.


“We have people who come into Milktooth and say, ‘This feels like New York,’” Brooks says. “I’m like, it’s not f*#%ing Brooklyn. It’s Indianapolis.”


As I try to smooth things over, telling him I think what he and chefs like Adams are doing is amazing, I feel like the lamest guy in the room. These young people distilling gin and smoking elk—for a lot of them, Brooklyn is the Disney version of their lives. It’s a gesture, but not substantial. Few of them have their sights on moving to the coasts, because the real achievement isn’t getting out of the place where you were born to build a new identity for yourself. It’s better to stay put and change the culture—genuinely transform—where you are. And while it’s easy for visitors like me to grouse that all these restaurants in all these cities feel similar, the fact that you can eat this well in Indianapolis is alone worth celebrating.


“The moment I knew something was going on,” Brooks says, “was when I looked and saw there were more people ordering chicken livers than waffles.”


From the backseat, my Uber driver is just this wall of long auburn hair. “I haven’t been in this part of Indy in a long time,” she says. “It’s changed.”


Chris and Ally Benedyk opened their sandwich spot, Love Handle, less than six months ago. It’s inside a former Subway franchise, complete with fake wood-grain tiles and bolted-down benches. The Benedyks grew up in Indy, left for Milwaukee for a while, and now they’re back with their own place, pioneering on the Near Eastside, which looks like it has a way to go despite the food co-op.


I order the Darger, a roast pork belly sandwich: pale, tender slices of meat, with chips of rose-colored turnip that have been pickled in pink lemonade. It comes with popcorn dusty with nutritional yeast mixed with pork fat and fennel butter. “Darger,” Chris tells me, is a reference to Henry Darger, an outsider artist whose work was discovered after he died. Chris likes to name his sandwiches for misunderstood geniuses, he says.


As I finish the sandwich, I’m curious if the rawness of a place like Love Handle—the energy of young chefs, the grand narrative built from little pieces of this and that—is how actual Brooklyn used to feel before Paris pop-ups and million-dollar condos. What if it isn’t so much Indianapolis trying to be Brooklyn, as Brooklyn wanting to capture something of Indianapolis? I think of the kid I saw onstage at The HI-FI, who told me that it was his first paid gig. Maybe someday, if everything falls right, he’ll be playing Brooklyn.


Then I recall my night at Marrow, where a young bar-back hovered just out of speaking range before coming up to Brooks with obvious deference, his head a little bowed. “Dude,” he managed above the music, “I have to say: I love your trilobite tattoo.”


It’s on the back of Brooks’s arm, the one I thought was a chubby ear of corn.


“Trilobite?” I asked.


“Eh,” Brooks said. “It’s kind of a Midwest thing.”









On Chicken Tenders


BY HELEN ROSNER


From Guernica
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Like many food writers, Helen Rosner—a veteran of New York magazine, Saveur, and Eater, where’s she now executive editor—has spent plenty of time in the temples of fine dining. But for the arts magazine Guernica, she voices a seldom-admitted truth: The kids’ menu is where all perfect foods live.


I know this about you: you love chicken tenders. You love them. You might not ever eat them—you might be a vegetarian or a vegan, or not consume birds for whatever reason, or not want to deal with the carbs, or not think it’s okay for adult humans with serious opinions about fracking to dip a toe into the children’s menu—but that’s a choice about ingesting them. It’s not you not loving them. Because you do. You love chicken tenders. Everybody does.


This is because chicken tenders are perfect. They’re perfect in flavor, perfect in aroma, perfect in shape, perfect in color. They’re salty and savory, crisp and juicy, easy to eat with the hands but absolutely okay to go at with a knife and fork. Their ubiquity on kids’ menus isn’t a mark against their perfection, but rather proof of it: the kids’ menu is where all perfect foods live. Pizza, hot dogs, spaghetti. But king of all perfect foods is the chicken tender.


Perfection is a precarious state. It occupies a narrow peak, the very pinnacle of the mountain. By its very nature, perfection leaves no room for wildness or risk. Perfection is passive, it’s static, it verges on bland. It’s a circle. A cloudless sky. An unmarked page. It’s everything and it’s nothing, and it’s glorious, and it usually comes with fries.


In 2009 I began eating professionally. This isn’t as common among food writers as you might think. Food is a topic, not a practice. Researching and reporting on chefs and restaurants gives you access to an unending feast, but very few people in the food-writing world have jobs that demand the consumption and consideration of actual food. But when I began reviewing restaurants, I become one of them: eating became a job requirement.


This was very weird. Any leisure activity loses some appeal once it becomes mandatory, and eating dinner at New York’s cool new restaurants isn’t an exception to that. The civilian pleasures of dining out are largely connected to ideas of novelty and choice. At a restaurant, you’re getting something you wouldn’t normally get at home: a fully funkadelic dry-aged tomahawk ribeye, a soul-warming bowl of bún bò huế, or the undivided attention of a balletic thirteen-person service team. And you get to make a lot of decisions—what restaurant to go to, what food you want to eat, when and how often you want to go out at all.


When you’re eating a meal for a paycheck, all of that is stripped away. And what remains? A miraculous adaptation, the inverse of the receptive adjustments we perform when faced with unpleasantness: just as we naturally tune out familiar noises or lingering foul smells, we can also become inured to delight. In a months-long barrage of sensory spectacle, enchantment rapidly gives way to tedium. Restaurant reviewing is a parade of the extraordinary, a half-dozen special-occasion meals each week. You hear a hundred explanations of how to order, smile your thanks at a thousand amuse bouches, read a million back-of-the-menu culinary manifestos. I texted to my boyfriend on my way from the office to a review dinner: I’m so tired of foie gras. He replied: Read back to yourself what you just typed. You can have too much of a good thing.


But the truly oddest part of being a restaurant critic was what happened to me when I was off the clock. You don’t get into food writing without loving food, loving to eat. I’d always been an adventurous and ambitious eater, ordering the most outlandish things at restaurants and swinging for the fences with my kitchen experiments. And I still was—as long as I was working. But on my own time, ordering delivery or cooking dinner or out with friends, I reverted to the palate of a suburban six-year-old. All I ever wanted was toast with butter, pasta with the thinnest-possible coating of red sauce, or—my salvation, my obsession, the only thing I ever reliably wanted to eat—chicken tenders.


A true connoisseur of the chicken tender knows that there are three immutable rules.


The first is the rule of physical integrity. A tender has a proper shape: flattish, oblong, and gradually tapering from a wide front to a narrow end. Unlike nuggets, which are largely made from processed, re-formed scraps, the chicken tender takes its name from an actual piece of the chicken: the pectoralis minor, a muscle located under the breast, against the sternum. The tenderloin. It’s rare nowadays to get actual tenders when you order them (hence the rise of “fingers” and “strips,” terms of art that veil all manner of creative butchery), but integrity demands that a wedge of breast put at least some effort into mimicking the actual part of the chicken it is trying to be.


The second rule of chicken tenders is that, contra any advice your mother may have given you, what’s on the outside matters infinitely more than anything on the inside. A chicken tender lives or dies by its exterior: batters, breadings, the disappointing faux-sophistication of panko. The subtlety or intensity of its spice and salt. The crispness of the exterior is what creates the tenderness of the interior, its structural cohesion when submerged in hot oil helps the chicken inside stay juicy and good. But it can’t adhere only to itself: a good chicken tender’s breading stays connected to the chicken inside once you take a bite, not slipping off like a silk stocking or the bullshit batter on an onion ring.


The third rule of chicken tenders is that sauce is a last resort. You shouldn’t have to dip your chicken tenders in anything. If you want a vehicle for ranch dressing, order the crudités.


I wasn’t a big-deal restaurant critic; you wouldn’t know my byline. I was writing capsule reviews for the weekly magazine where my day job was covering restaurant news and gossip. But I brought up my curious change in palate with a friend who is a big deal, the kind of guy whose photo is pinned up in restaurant kitchens like a wanted sign, and he nodded with recognition.


“Why do you think every chef says his favorite food is roast chicken, or oysters, or a steak?” he asked. So much complexity makes simplicity appealing. Spending your days trying to one-up your own palate is exhausting. Stepping away from the wood-grilled matsutake mushrooms with nasturtium agrodolce, and towards an uncomplicated hunk of meat is the gastronomic equivalent of collapsing into your bed at the end of a long day.


It’s true that ribeyes and oysters and even pizza and tacos share a soothing simplicity, but nothing is more nothing than a chicken tender. A roast chicken has a certain dinner-party elegance to it, and you know at least the sketch of an origin story for your pizza or your taco—but a chicken tender is a chicken tender is a chicken tender. Some restaurants might try to gussy them up, gently carve each tender from the breast of a bird that lived a happy life and lovingly dust them in a custom spice blend, but a true chicken tender comes out of a five-hundred-count freezer bag. They come from nowhere in particular—when you eat them, you could be anywhere.


Even the other kids’ menu stalwarts have more history to them than the chicken tender, a relatively new addition to the gastronomic landscape that only reached deep-fryer ubiquity in the 1990s. (This itself is a fascinatingly rare phenomenon: when was the last time something truly novel hit the culinary zeitgeist that didn’t have a trademark appended to it?) It takes more than one generation to develop the intricate root system of nostalgia that anchors the ballpark pastoral of hot dogs or nachos, the picket-fence vignette of fried bologna sandwiches, or the dusty-road Americana of a burger and an icecold Coke. Chicken tenders have no history, they have no metatext, they have no terroir.


This deliciousness without backstory was liberating for me when I was reviewing restaurants. I don’t do much of that kind of writing anymore—for the most part, my meals are my own again—but I still need the kind of relief chicken tenders provide. It’s exhilarating to be part of the food world as it rockets from fringe interest to massive cultural force, but there are times when I want to step off the ride, to make a food choice that doesn’t double as a performance of my identity.


Food means more than it used to—what we do with it means more. Picking this restaurant or that bunch of carrots isn’t just a decision of interest or appetite; it’s telling a story, it’s choosing a tribe. Instagram means that once-private pleasures can be even more pleasurable when they’re broadcast to an audience of thousands. I may love the garlic scape pesto I whizzed up at home yesterday, or the peppery buttermilk panna cotta at Blackberry Farm in Tennessee, but more than that, I love broadcasting that love, a narcotic combination of “but it’s my job” rationalization and the validating thrill of a push notification. Every picture of food is a selfie.


Not so with chicken tenders. There’s no narrative to chicken tenders, there’s no performance. That is the substance of their allure: If you’re ordering them, you don’t have to look at the menu. You don’t have to think about whether you’ve been posting a lot of pasta lately or whether it’s kind of passé at this point to go for a kale salad. Chicken tenders aren’t cool. They’re not retro. They’re not funny. They ask nothing of you, and they don’t say anything about you. They are two things, and two things only: perfect, and delicious. That’s enough. That’s everything.









In Praise of Ugly Food


BY KAT KINSMAN


From SeriousEats.com
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Kat Kinsman’s writing beat covers food and drink—at CNN, Tasting Table, Time Inc., etc.—as well as mental health. (Look for her new book Hi, Anxiety: Life with a Bad Case of Nerves this fall.) So she’s got to wonder—what does the Instagram era’s obsession with exquisite food shots say about our values?


Let’s start with chicken and dumplings.


Few dishes come closer to what I imagine the cafeteria rations in heaven will mercifully taste like than perfectly executed chicken and dumplings. Then again, perhaps no other dish looks quite so, well, regurgitated, either. So, at a recent Southern Foodways Alliance symposium in Oxford, Mississippi, when world-renowned chef Sean Brock served up a batch he’d cooked—with his very own mother—some of my fellow diners were in a visible tizzy about what to do.


Throughout the event, we’d all been posting hundreds of images of each course to our Instagram accounts. The slice of golden skillet cornbread, the glistening bowl of butter beans, and the Technicolor-green pickles were all objectively lovely. But chicken and dumplings, it seemed, was the whiz kid who couldn’t find a date. And as people wavered and then lowered their cameras without snapping a shot, I found myself downright upset. I mean, this was a rare privilege: An A-list chef and the woman who’d pretty much taught him how to cook, putting their down-home dish on a pedestal in front of some of the biggest names in the food world. And we were shying away because it was homely? Screw that, I thought. This is honest food, and it should be honestly portrayed. I steadied my phone, clicked, and posted. The caption: “Some food isn’t pretty and does not need to be.”


As a food writer, I’ve found myself both annoyed and a bit mystified that the social-media value of our breakfasts, lunches, and dinners is considered almost as important as their gustatory properties. While the nose never lies—and neither do the taste buds—the eyes do, all the damn time.


I’ve been thinking about ugly food, and ugly things in general, for an awfully long time now. I still remember using my post as a high school yearbook editor to make sure the wallflower kids were just as well represented as the tall poppies in our class. Sure, they weren’t the prettiest of the bunch, but I felt a certain solidarity with them. I knew we had a special value all our own. As a girl who figured I’d never measure up as lovely enough (mostly because so many people flat-out told me so), I had always identified with the ugly and the overlooked—the teddy bear with the wonky eye, the holey thrift store dress. I understood these things. I celebrated them.


The foods that pleased me the most were the objectively ugly ones: the stews, gravies, gumbos, curries, goulashes, mashes, braises, and sauces that were cooked long and low until they slumped and thickened. Maybe I knew that these foods, like all the ugly ducklings in this world, had to work harder to get their proper due. It takes time and effort to transubstantiate flour and fat into cocoa-dark roux, a rough hunk of muscle into sumptuous brisket, and raw, tough leaves and tops into sweet, savory greens. Time, it seems, can make some foods taste like heaven, and look like hell.


It’s a good reminder that aesthetics are a poor predictor of goodness; that there are other qualities to consider—the most important of which, to me at least, is the olfactory. When presented with, say, a muddy bowl of beef stew, I’ll sweep my nose down low over it and inhale, like Hawkeye Pierce over his powdered eggs in the M*A*S*H mess tent. For him, it was probably preventive. For me, it’s a tease of impending pleasure. But before I take my first bite, I will lovingly snap a photo of it and post it to Instagram or Facebook, chronicling the dish the same way I did my dorky classmates back in high school.


I know it may seem foolish to use a visual medium to capture the way we eat, but until Smellstagram and Snaptaste technology appear, it’s one of the best ways we have to celebrate the overlooked, while at the same time documenting our not-so-camera-ready colloquial chow for future generations. Unless, of course, we want them to think we were a civilization fueled entirely by green smoothies, avocado toasts, and baked goods tied up with red and white baker’s twine alongside mini milk bottles. Such a twee vision of our culinary culture would be a tragic misrepresentation of the foods America does best. I fear that Instagram, blogs, and glossy mags continually bump my favorite foods from their collective menus in favor of eye candy. I’m terrified that the less-lovely and monumentally delicious ducklings will be lost to the ages, overshadowed by prettier dishes in this new era of visual gluttony. If they aren’t beautifully documented, Pinterested, or posted, they must not be worth it.


When exactly did we start losing purchase on this slippery slope? I can’t help but point a finger or two at Martha Stewart. Starting in the 1980s, she was the one who helped make clench-jawed perfection de rigueur for home cooks, rather than the bailiwick of restaurant chefs, caterers, and civilians with cash to burn on personal kitchen staffs. With beautifully packaged features and photographic technology in her arsenal (not to mention a team of food stylists who must have suffered from debilitating tweezer-hand cramps), she was a driving force in bringing food’s physicality to the spotlight. And while I’ve never found myself under her sway (mostly out of self-preservation and, for a long time, personal brokeness), I have seen some of my favorite people—rational human beings whom I care about deeply—reduced almost to tears because their perfectly delicious pâte à choux didn’t puff up as prettily as Martha’s does.


Martha wasn’t the first person to challenge us to such impossibly high standards, though. A paw through my collection of vintage magazines and home entertaining books—The Art of Serving Food Attractively (1951) and The Perfect Host: A Husband’s Guide to Home Entertaining (1975) are particular favorites—underscores the importance of polished silver service and a wide array of molds from which to deploy aspics, meat rings, and unnerving desserts. (One chapter of the former provides detailed instructions on fashioning a lettuce skirt for a “lady China figurine,” while another suggests crafting a clown from spiced peach halves, gumdrops, and wads of cream cheese!) Then again, those books were meant for entertaining company. With the launch of Martha Stewart Living magazine in 1990, however, such aesthetics were promoted as something we should incorporate into an everyday lifestyle that allows for—even insists upon—devoting time and energy to optics on a daily basis.


Until the age of Instagram and bloggers with DSLR cameras, it didn’t occur to me that we mortals were on the hook to make our food look as good as Martha and her predecessors once did. But I was still taken aback when a commenter on my Instagram account took time out of her day to tell me how vomitous she found my wedding food—including my dad’s goulash and my mother-in-law’s chicken and dumplings—to be. She was, so far as I could recall, not on the guest list. I’m not the only one held to the task. Even Martha was hoisted with her own petard after she posted images of dishes (granted, from restaurants, not from her own kitchen, but still . . .) that commenters likened to all manner of bodily secretions (“spit,” “poo,” even “cat vomit”!).


Yes, Martha’s images were poorly lit, blurry, and bizarrely framed. Yes, the fault was clearly the photographer’s. But behind the big, steaming heaps of schadenfreude, there was plenty of condemnation of the food itself. And that freaked me out. Martha was partially responsible for taking food presentation and photography to an almost absurd level. And sure, she was contradicting everything she had taught us by taking some pretty terribly lit and unfocused photographs. But is French onion soup even supposed to be très jolie? Isn’t the job of chicken liver pâté to simply taste good? Do they really need to strut through Instagram’s version of a swimsuit round? Does every dish, no matter how unattractive it may be, need to aspire to the level of food porn? (And what is food porn, anyway? Did you ever find your grandfather’s stash of food porn wedged behind the busted toaster and kidney bean cans in his basement workshop? When you were growing up, did your mom emerge flush-cheeked from the pantry with a fluted tart pan, some Demerara sugar, a hank of baker’s twine, and a fancy-ass camera?)


So be forewarned: The next time someone trots out “You eat with your eyes” in my presence, I’ll seriously consider testing that theory by flicking biscuit crumbs toward their tear ducts and spackling their sockets with room-temperature (I’m not a monster) cream gravy until their face is smoothed over from the cheekbones up.


I don’t know your particular life. I hope that it’s grand and delicious and satisfies all of your senses. I only know that when I’m hungry, my sight is the last thing that needs to be fed. And while I will continue to document my favorite dishes with a point and a click, there’s no need for the perfect shot, no mandate to try to make it pretty. If I share a photo of a bowl of soup or a mess of greens with you, I’m sharing it because there’s something more than meets the eye. An uncelebrated beauty. If you see an ugly duckling, look closer; imagine what it smells like, and how it tastes. Lo and behold, you might just see a swan.









How to Dupe a Moderately Ok Food Critic


BY LUKE TSAI


From East Bay Express
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In the Bay Area food scene, Luke Tsai—restaurant critic for the alt-weekly East Bay Express—has had to carve out his own niche by scoping out the creative start-ups and storefront ethnic joints of Oakland and Berkeley. But in a social-media-driven foodscape, the grass-roots approach can backfire.


The East Bay’s most exclusive underground Chinese restaurant can be found inside an unassuming bungalow on a residential street nestled high in the El Cerrito hills. Chiu’s Moderately Ok Chinese is a dining establishment that’s so far under the radar it doesn’t have its phone number or hours of business listed anywhere on the internet—but, according to Yelp user “Sung L.,” it’s so popular customers routinely have to wait in line, and it serves wonton soup and salt and pepper spareribs that are, in the words of Yelp user “Shirell B.,” where “heaven can be found on earth.”


Oh, and there’s also this: Chiu’s doesn’t exist.


But I didn’t figure that out until after I had driven 45 minutes along winding backroads, fueled by a small number of enthusiastic online reviews and the prospect of a big scoop, to arrive at a cute little house that most certainly didn’t look like a restaurant. Still, I didn’t give up hope—not even after the middle-aged white lady who answered the door (and who, I’ll admit, didn’t exactly fit the picture of the “Chiu” I’d conjured up in my mind) politely explained that she’d been living in the house for nineteen years, and, as far as she was aware, there had never been a restaurant there. Helpfully, she suggested that I check out Uncle Wong’s around the corner.


I held onto that shred of hope even after circling the area several times to determine whether a slightly inaccurate street address might have been the culprit. And even days later, after I verified that the Contra Costa County health department had never inspected or issued a permit for any legitimate restaurant with the name “Chiu’s Moderately Ok Chinese” (or anything remotely similar) in El Cerrito or any of the surrounding cities, I wondered if the place might be some kind of top-secret, unlicensed supper club. Did the woman who answered the door turn me away because I didn’t know the password, or because she pegged me for a health inspector, or worse yet, a journalist?


In the end, after reaching out to the four Yelpers who wrote the reviews that first sent me on this misadventure, I figured out that the correct explanation was the simplest one: I’d been duped. And it’s embarrassing how easy it was to fool me. The first step, if your goal is to prank a food critic, is to come up with a good name for your fake restaurant. Goofy and self-deprecating, “Chiu’s Moderately Ok Chinese” is a great restaurant name; possible headlines for my intended review practically wrote themselves.


Step two: Make sure the photos look tasty. (Look at that steamed fish pictured above, and tell me, honestly, that you wouldn’t drive an unreasonable distance to eat it.) Conveniently leave out the restaurant’s hours and phone number, so there’s no way for anyone—including Yelp—to confirm the existence of the place except by driving up into the hills. Finally, and this is the part that pains me to admit: Pepper your fake reviews with breathless exclamations about long lines and the gritty, off-the-beaten-path nature of a dining experience that you won’t find in any normal restaurant. You might say, as Yelp user “Leah E.” did, “This spot is for the person who wants an Anthony Bourdain-esque dining experience . . . i.e. no reservations.”


What does it say about me—or about our food-obsessed culture, which places such a premium on discovering the latest and greatest obscure restaurant—that I fell for such obvious food-writer catnip? What significance is there to the fact that I read four reviews offering little to no actual information about the dishes served at Chiu’s—except that they were, in “Amanda W.’s” words, “THE BOMB”—and considered that par for the course? What does it say about Yelp—a company dogged by accusations of unethical business practices—that, as of this printing, a completely fictitious restaurant entry that lists some innocent bystander’s home address hasn’t been taken down more than a month after it was created? (It was more than a little bit ironic to see, above a series of fake reviews, Yelp’s disclaimer: “Your trust is our top concern, so businesses can’t pay to alter or remove their reviews.”)


Once I realized the whole thing was a joke, I wondered what the punchline was. If it was a prank, who was it a prank on? The typical foodie who’d be dumb enough (like me) to drive into the middle of a remote residential neighborhood just for the bragging rights of being one of the first to have some uniquely authentic food experience? It might be awfully self-absorbed of me to imagine so, but it occurred to me that the entire stunt might be an elaborate trap to ensnare me personally. Anyone who has read my columns for any length of time probably knows that if a sandwich shop opens in the back of a convenience store or a barbecue pitmaster sets up outside of a gas station, it’s practically a guarantee that I’ll find some way to write about it. An internet troll wouldn’t have to think too far out of the box to realize that a secret homestyle Chinese restaurant is right in my wheelhouse.


The truth turned out to be somewhat more mundane. A group of friends decided to write “reviews” of a dinner party hosted by their friend Chiu, reportedly an excellent Chinese cook. Chiu’s friends had long told him that he should open his own restaurant. “Maybe your misadventure will finally motivate him to try,” “James T.” wrote.


I hope it does. At the risk of playing to type, I have to admit: If Chiu ever really does open his “moderately ok,” top-secret underground Chinese restaurant, I’ll be one of the first in line.









Three-Ring Meal: The Grasping Novelty of Modern Dining


BY JENNIFER COCKRALL-KING


From Eighteen Bridges
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Canadian food journalist Jennifer Cockrall-King has enjoyed a front-row seat as the farm-to-table movement has transformed the food scene. (Her most recent book is Food Artisans of the Okanagan.) But at what point, she asks here, does trend-chasing become an end in itself?


I sat frozen, wanting to reach for my wine. My extremities had long ago been numbed by the cold but the syrah was icing over. With two layers of thermal underwear, a parka, and wearing my puffiest down-filled winter mittens, every manoeuvre required precision. I reached out, formed my hand into a claw, advanced it toward the glass. It was like dining using the Canadarm. I slowly brought it back towards me towards my lips, tipped it up, and took a generous glug. Mission accomplished.


There we were, a collection of extreme diners, doing our best to manipulate knives and forks in sub-zero weather. It was January and we were in a farmer’s field, hours away from any city, near the aptly named town of Viking, Alberta. (Those who weren’t dressed in Everest mountaineer outfits were swaddled in animal pelts.) Here, Blair Lebsack of Edmonton’s RGE RD restaurant had built a walled enclosure with giant hay bales and was serving a six-course meal of hay-smoked pork hocks, beet “caviar” and local whisky hot toddies. We dined away under a Ted Harrison sky while coyotes yipped in the distance.


Dining outdoors in January on the Canadian prairies might be carrying things a bit far, but it demonstrates the lengths diners and chefs alike are going to in order to create alt-dining experiences. And rather than a one-off oddity, it’s part of the growing enthusiasm that has been building for some time now for the anarchic category of plein air long-table dinners (albeit usually in the summer), pop-up restaurants, food truck rallies, and underground supper clubs. Epicureans in the new Experience Economy—the term coined by B. Joseph Pine and James H. Gilmore in 1998 to describe the shift from a service economy to an economy in which customers buy experiences rather than goods—are clearly chasing moments as much as flavours. Surprise and novelty are practically the main course. We want a tasting menu while skydiving. (Not a real thing). We want a twenty-course audio-visual extravaganza known as a gastro-opera. (Which is a real thing, courtesy of Ultraviolet by Paul Pairet, a restaurant in Shanghai.) We want to drink and dine on a Plexiglas platform, suspended above or beside a major world monument. (Real, as well, for a price, throughdinnerinthesky.com.)


Of course, dining suspended above a world monument and gastro-opera are clearly on the outer edges of this trend, but the gastronomical destination is changing. Even my dining calendar is studded with “one night only” chef collaborations, community hall culinary takeovers, and invitation-only dinners where the destination is revealed at the last moment. There has been enough of a trickle-down effect that I’ve been wondering whether tastemakers and taste-breakers are growing bored with brick and mortar, stationary, make-a-reservation-for-7-p.m.-on-a-Friday-night restaurants. And yes, I do acknowledge that this feeling might be confined to a jaded, mercurial lot of overfed food writers and globetrotting frequent diners. I have many friends who are still thrilled by a night away from the kids in a dimly lit restaurant.


I recently posed this question—whether fine dining has been replaced by extreme dining—to Irish restaurateur and chef J.P. McMahon. His restaurant, Aniar, in Galway, Ireland, has had a Michelin star since 2013, the very symbol of this tradition. Even so, McMahon trucks with a group of avant-garde chefs who are changing perceptions of what Europe’s top dining experiences can and should be. Aniar’s menus change daily, and are sourced from ingredients fished, grown or foraged from west Ireland land and sea. Burnt kale ash stands in for black pepper. Tea is steeped from wild plants.


“Fine dining is often not viable on its own,” replied McMahon, reinforcing that the market is speaking loudly and clearly. He told me that his tapas bar, Cava Bodega, “pays for the fine dining [of Aniar].” He and his wife Drigìn Gaffey also own a gastropub called EAT. Without these two businesses, there would be no Michelin-starred Aniar. He told me about Bubbledogs, a popular Champagne and hotdog joint in London, the profit of which supports an adjacent nineteen-seat upscale space with a multi-course prix-fixe menu for £88 per person. “And the owner, Albert, just opened a fine dining restaurant and a taquería in the same space in Barcelona!”


Albert is Albert Adrià, of the Adrià brothers’ culinary fame. At the turn of the millennium, their groundbreaking el Bulli restaurant in Spain pioneered molecular gastronomy, a culinary pursuit in which chefs doubled as scientists to reshape the presentation of ingredients. Until it closed down in 2014, it was untouchable as the world’s most inventive restaurant. But even before closing el Bulli, the brothers were moving ahead, envisioning a collection of Barcelona-based restaurants in which nary a single white tablecloth would be spotted. Their stated objective from the outset was to create the world’s first culinary amusement park.


Currently, their park includes Bodega 1900, a vermutería (a neighbourhood bar that specializes in vermouth-based drinks, cold cuts and potato chips). There’s Tickets tapas bar, and 41° cocktail bar, both casual. Pakta is a Japanese-Peruvian fusion restaurant. Add to that the aforementioned taquerìa, Niño Viejo. Albert Adrià has been blunt in discussing the business model—the casual (and profitable) sites make the upscale restaurants possible.
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