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Food Fights


DR. Jessica B. Harris


Food is often taken to be a neutral topic of conversation, something to talk about with colleagues or strangers while avoiding the contentions that may come with deeper topics like politics or religion. But in the African American world, food has always been a difficult subject: one that brings with it a history of struggle and strife, one that can evoke generations of want and decades of pain.


The story of food in the African American world has always brought with it a subtext of fight: the fight for land rights, for parity and equity, for dignity within a profession that was traditionally relegated to those of African descent until it became lucrative and then was snatched back with the door slammed in the faces of those who had labored long at the stoves and had a foundational hand in the creation of food that is now acknowledged worldwide as American. This tale of food and Black Americans is now being told by a group of young men who are fighters: warriors in the struggle to reclaim a culinary heritage and affirm its proper dignity and its proper place in history.


I do not remember when I first heard about Ghetto Gastro. It was several years ago. My initial thought was Interesting name; I wonder how they put that together? As time went by, I heard more mentions of Ghetto Gastro, but they were usually in the realm of art or some type of performative occasion: They had presented at an event or launched something at another. It was only recently that they came fully into my ken as bona fide members of the culinary community. After finally meeting Pierre Serrao, Jon Gray, and Lester Walker, I leaned in and began to listen. And what I heard made me feel as though I had some spiritual children on a planet I didn’t know with whom I had miraculously reconnected.


Black Power Kitchen is a book that explains those connections. In its pages, the members of Ghetto Gastro and writer Osayi Endolyn set out what is a culinary manifesto about the nature of Black food. The introduction, “Food Is a Weapon,” is a call to arms and an explanation of the fight that is inherent in their push-the-envelope name. The book goes on to remind readers of the battle that food has been for Africans in the United States and indeed in the American hemisphere and the world. The authors begin by centering us in their place; and their place is and will always be the Bronx—New York City’s most urban borough. (And I say that as someone who was born in Queens, lived in Manhattan for two decades, and can currently claim more than thirty years in Brooklyn!) They walk us through the streets and into the mom-and-pop restaurants, pizza parlors, delis, and bodegas and present an array of the borough’s food in detailed recipes with evocative headnotes that let us experience the tastes of their part of town.


From there, they take us on a stroll through the magnificently named “Durag Diplomacy,” continuing the culinary journey throughout the African diaspora, and then double back to give us a look at Black American culinary history. On the way, they present us with notables who, in insightful interviews, add to the total picture. We hear from, among others, Nigerian chef Michael Elégbèdé of ÌTÀN in Lagos, writer and filmmaker dream hampton, Black Panther activist Emory Douglas, and Thelma Golden of the Studio Museum in Harlem. Each conversation expands the notion of Black food by mapping out the interlaced threads of culinary history in the African diaspora in the American hemisphere. The dialogues combine with the recipes to help redefine the terms “African” and “American” in a global context and then place the cultures and their foods on the table.


Many will have difficulty defining the book, although why books need to be categorized is beyond my comprehension. Black Power Kitchen begins as a cookbook—a compilation of wonderfully detailed recipes that are mainly plant based and allow the reader to sample the foods discussed. But from the first pages, it is apparent that it is so much more than a cookbook. Black Power Kitchen is perhaps first and foremost a love song to the Bronx, but it is also a treatise and a travelogue, a history of Black people and food, and a challenge that is both culinary and cultural. It adds serious schooling by presenting difficult truths about the current state of food. There’s hard talk about the lack of food availability and access in our communities and reminders about the abysmal food of the prison industrial complex, along with thoughts on diet and health and a plea for making healthy foods more affordable and available. However, the book doesn’t end with this serious and necessary information. Black Power Kitchen also reminds us that while the road may have been stony and the journey arduous, while there have been many food fights along the way, it has not been without joy. The joy of family and friends and the stops along the way for relaxation and celebration are all acknowledged, as is the need for self-care.


In Black Power Kitchen, the Ghetto Gastro collective has created a work that contains a world, one in which the past, the present, and the hope for a better future are expressed through food and folks, recipes and reminiscences. This is what the culinary warriors are fighting for. It’s a work to read, to cook from, to contemplate, and to savor.











	[image: Images]



Food is a Weapon
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We are Ghetto Gastro. Welcome to our Black Power Kitchen.


Let’s first deal with what usually needs to be dealt with. Our name makes a lot of people uncomfortable. It’s not our intent to polarize for the sake of ceremony. In fact, we were all young boys when we learned that our existence itself could be polarizing to folks who didn’t know us. “Ghetto” is used as a derogatory term to dismiss and separate cultures from their mainstream counterparts. Ghetto is used as a way to cue discomfort, to cue the Other. When that unknowable thing is over there, you don’t have to deal with it, you don’t have to be with it. That’s what ghetto is supposed to do—dehumanize.


You recognize this unsettling feeling because you might not be sure if it’s polite to say the words Ghetto Gastro. (You can and we hope you do. Watch out, though, say it three times fast and we just might run down on you. Ya dig.)


You feel this discomfort because you might have worked tirelessly to get out of the ghetto, surviving difficult circumstances to create a more sustainable life. Or you might wonder why someone would be proud to claim an identifier that could sound off-putting to outsiders. You might already have a sense of what we’re up to but might question our credibility. We get it. It’s wise to be suspicious. Ghetto has been whitewashed and commodified, used for gimmicks and a particularly Americanized performance of Blackness. (You can look to projects like Thug Kitchen, authored by a white duo with zero appreciation for the criticism they received at the time, for a pulse on what we do not cosign or respect. After brother George Floyd was murdered by police in the streets of Minneapolis, the brand changed their name.)


It’s simple. For us, ghetto means home. It’s a way to locate our people, not just in the Bronx of New York City, where we as a group formed (more on that in a moment). It’s a way for us to connect with our folks in the Global South, whether their ghettos are called the hood, the slums, the projects, or the inner city. When we say “ghetto,” we are saying to our people “we see you” while simultaneously indicting the systems of neglect and apathy that created the conditions we’ve been forced to reckon with.


In the ghetto, food is a denominator of class and a reminder of what you can and can’t have. Food is weaponized against people in the ghetto when they have easier access to soda and chips than fresh produce. When subsidized commodities like sugar, wheat, and soy make buying oranges and greens unaffordable, something is deeply wrong. Food weaponized against people is watching generation after generation fall to diabetes and cardiovascular disease. These are our people. And for decades they’ve been given an unfair shake.


Ghetto isn’t just about struggle and disenfranchisement, though. Ghetto is the flower blooming in the sidewalk cracks. Ghetto is our love language, a patois so specific and rooted in place that if you know, you can hear when someone is from the Bronx or Brooklyn or Harlem. Ghetto is our aura, our style, our stease. It’s our music, our beats, built on the backbones of jazz, rhythm and blues, and dancehall. There’s a reason why Donny Hathaway, Stevie Wonder, and Rick James all sang songs about the ghetto.


Ghetto isn’t about excluding people. It’s about telling the rest of the world, we are here, we’ve been here. We’re going to serve what we feel like dishing out especially when many fail to acknowledge our existence.


Ghetto is so you don’t forget who you’re talking to. Ghetto is so we center where we’re from and why we do what we do.


Ghetto Gastro is often described as a culinary collective, which is a little vague, we know. But we are a difficult crew to contain within boundaries. We take a multidisciplinary approach to our work that draws from the visual arts, music, fashion, and social activism to curate experiences as diverse and inspirational as the people and cultures who created them. We use food as our medium to connect cultures and conceptually open borders.


We started in 2012, throwing parties in NYC. Jon has his roots in fashion and art. Pierre and Lester are formally trained chefs. Jon and Lester are originally from the Bronx and grew up as neighbors. Pierre has Bajan roots by way of Connecticut. We’ve all dabbled in the streets, you know. Fortunately, we found other interests and opportunities that were more fulfilling.


We discovered that we had friends across creative industries who loved to dine, loved beautiful, interesting, thoughtful food but couldn’t find experiences that spoke to them. We launched with a late-night series called Waffles and Models, and it was exactly what it sounds like. Loud, delicious, and beautiful. As our popularity grew, so did our mission. We didn’t just want to be cooking up good eats and sending folks home. Some of us are parents now. We wanted to make a lasting impact on families and our people. We wanted to surprise and delight but also challenge and innovate.


We found that we can be thoughtful about where we cook, what ingredients we select, how we describe a dish. We’ve learned about the elements that enhance the dining experience, from live music or DJs to art installations. We’ve worked with some of the biggest brands in fashion and design. We’ve brought big Bronx energy to the Place Vendôme in Paris to the TED stage in Vancouver to the harbor of Hong Kong, China. We route funds back to our community in the form of mutual aid. We’ve partnered to sell limited runs of specialty items and big pushes of cookware appliances. We’re building a retail food brand, Gastronomical, using plant-based ingredients that originate from Africa, Asia, and the Americas, the ancestral roots of the cultures that enrich us. We’re not just trying to sell people stuff. We are intentional with what we do, when we do it, and who we do it with.


We don’t have a brick-and-mortar restaurant (and we don’t plan on one), so we can be nimble. We can think about big concepts autonomously instead of pointing folks to a location where the rent is too damn high. Not having a restaurant has aggravated gatekeepers in food media who seem mystified that a food-centered mission can exist beyond a permanent dining space. Chefs cook outside of restaurants, ya dig? Ideas about food can translate to other genres. We’re of the mind-set that you don’t necessarily have to offer a tasting menu to be provocative. And like many of the homegrown organizations and institutions who partner with us, we’ve learned that if we don’t look out for our folks, no one else will. We’re doing our best and learning along the way.


While we know that not everyone can access our products, we want the people from our community and from communities like ours to know that they deserve fun things just like anyone else. And we also understand that luxury, while nice, does not transform systemic injustice or resolve the internalized suffering that comes from navigating poverty and police abuse. It’s a balancing act and one we constantly navigate. Money itself is not our aspiration. But until we can count on a social fabric that empathizes with and cares for all human beings equitably, we know that money is a tool that can effect real change. We know this because we’ve written some of the checks. We see the difference it makes. In our worldview, everybody eats.


If it’s beginning to feel as if this is not the makings of a typical cookbook, that effort, too, is intentional. Our approach, based on how we’ve learned to create and innovate in our own lives, is to take a nontraditional path. We’ve often been forced to the margins, like many of our Bronx siblings, and we have worked our way to the center by changing the conversation. It would be out of character to enter this space of food storytelling by attempting to connect with you in a way that doesn’t look, feel, or sound like us. We make our own lane. We’ve had to.




Black Power Kitchen is reflective of our style and sensibility, offering recipes that emerge from long-standing traditions but with the Ghetto Gastro nod. Some of the recipes are approachable to those new to cooking, and others will excite and challenge advanced cooks. As Black people, so few of whom have had the opportunity to present their food story to you in this genre, we feel it’s our responsibility and privilege to show you our range.


We are dynamic, like the cultures that influence us. One of the ways that food (culture) is weaponized is when gatekeepers reduce stories to one thing. But there have always been a multiplicity of narratives around a dish and its preparation, around a historical event and the retelling of it.


We don’t speak for everyone in the Bronx. We don’t represent all Black people. We don’t define what ghetto might mean to others. But this right here is Ghetto Gastro. You’re in our realm now. Have a seat.
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Blackness as Absence


You don’t have to look far to find metaphors that align darkness with something that’s negative, lacking, scary, odd, or devoid of good. In novels and poetry, lullabies and the news; listen to an artist talk or attend an art school peer critique—it’s everywhere. As people who have dark skin, we reject the idea that being dark is the same as being something to fear. There is a reason James Brown wrote the song “I’m Black and I’m Proud” and catchphrases like “Black Is Beautiful” emerged in the United States as the Black Power movement took off. We all have been asked to subscribe to the belief that darkness is bad and whiteness is good (even as we consistently observe white people pursue elements of Blackness, from emulating our skin tone, changing their hair, surgically enhancing themselves, and so on). If we stand any chance at transforming our society from one born of racism to one that becomes antiracist, every arena demands review. We must interrogate and challenge these so-called inherent beliefs, these “inevitabilities” of language. Such beliefs emerged from societies that created social, political, and economic advantages for white people who supported penalizing Blackness at all costs. We refuse to further penalize ourselves and our community by using design elements, illustrations, symbols, or language that perpetuate the BS.


The Enslaved, Not Slaves


Our food culture in the United States and beyond was permanently transformed by the transatlantic trade of African people. Our personal and collective histories are shaped by this period in ways that we’re still unpacking. To talk about these influences, we must reference this period of Black enslavement, and in doing so, we want to call out a purposeful language choice.


We all grew up hearing and using the word “slave” as a catchall term for Black people forcibly brought to the Americas. But in recent years, as our understanding of this complex era has evolved (no thanks to school history books), we’ve changed how we refer to our ancestors. While in specific settings it may be appropriate to use the term “slave” to identify how a person was historically labeled, we adamantly avoid this language as a way of describing human beings who were deprived of choice. It is an insufficient term to broadly describe Black people in the Americas who were denied freedom by white people.


We focus instead on the act being done to someone, versus the circumstances someone may have found themselves in. What we’re saying is, a person is enslaved by an oppressor. A person is not born identifying as a slave and does not choose the life of enslavement. We tip our hats to folks like Michael Twitty and Ta-Nehisi Coates, who in their work have informed many about this crucial cultural pivot.


This issue is about more than semantics, especially for Black folks. But no matter your heritage, we urge you to examine the weight of your words. In saying “enslaved Africans” or “enslaved Black people,” we bring awareness to the constant presence of white oppressors who remain unaccountable for their acts of terror and violence in any meaningful systemic way. That realization alone is worth the extra letters, and we encourage you to use them.


In Conversation


In each chapter, we feature one or two conversations with figures who are important to the life and evolution of Ghetto Gastro. These artists, writers, chefs, and creators speak to the themes in each chapter, tying in their personal lives and craft. From Bronx beats to land ownership, from jet setting to feeding people, these conversations drill deep. The gems our folks drop expand on and affirm our own practice. We trust their wisdom will move you.


Featured Art


In addition to the stunning photography that captures our food and community, we are proud to feature artists who not only inspire us but are pushing visual language forward. Image making is a radical act, even more so when you don’t see yourself or your experiences reflected in the fine arts canon.


We Only Layer Flavor (W.O.L.F.)


We have a saying around here, coined by Lester, the lingo wizard. As you spin through these pages, it might seem like we’re doing the most. We lean on pantry items like homemade Chili Oil and Aunt Millie’s Green Sofrito. Some of these items can be made in advance, portioned out, and kept on hand (the freezer is your friend). Some dishes require planning ahead and coordinating refrigerator space. Read through the recipe first, don’t just go grabbing stuff off the shelves. You’ll get the vibe. We will sometimes ask a lot of you to essentially end up with grilled chicken, but if you commit, you’ll respect it because it’s lit like a Bic. It’s going to be fire grilled chicken (see Twerk n Jerk. You cannot compete with the waves of spice, sweet, crunch, or heat that come with time, attention, and intention. Depth cannot be substituted! We’re never flexing to show off. Our methods, while at times a bit chef-ish or unorthodox to the typical home cook, are actual Ghetto Gastro methods. In our testing, we made accommodations to account for your home kitchen, but trust that we’re not giving you any limitations or imitations.



A Note on Plants


We use plant-based protein and some dairy-free ingredients in our recipes (we still use dairy; it can depend on our aim). This can strike people we encounter in and outside of our communities as odd (and some vegetarians fundamentally don’t mess with the human-made alternative ingredients; we overstand that). But we’re pushing on a few things. For one, Black people throughout the African diaspora have long maintained plant-based diets. There’s a rich and storied modern history of plant-based eating among Black musicians from the jazz era to the hip hop era alone. (Look it up!) But because of knowledge and access gaps in our food system, many don’t know this. It pains us to know that folks who are systemically deprived of this intel, these options at the grocery store or on the menu, look like us.


We’re aware that in the United States, plant-based meat and dairy alternatives don’t often land in bodegas and corner stores until the community becomes a lot less Black. Even high-quality real meat can be hard to find. Using these products illustrates that our culture is a viable market for healthy options, too, and we implore makers in the space to consider to whom they’re selling and what impact they aim to have on the planet.


Common Ingredients


We recommend using the following ingredients for best results in our recipes:


Coconut milk: All coconut milk is full fat, which adds body and richness to a number of dishes.


Flaky sea salt: When we call for flaky sea salt, we’re talking about Maldon. It’s high quality and so flavorful, you’ll wonder what that table salt ever did for you or your taste buds.


Plant-based butter : Use whatever you prefer or can get your hands on—any plant-based butter will do fine. Note that sometimes we use dairy. We make these decisions based on the intent of the recipe. At the end of the day, do you.


Plant-based proteins: We’re not talking about tofu, seitan, or tempeh, but rather plant-based proteins that can easily swap in texture for ground meat or sausage, as examples. We’ll grill up mushrooms any day (see Maroon Shrooms), but if you aren’t a meat eater, sometimes it’s nice to have the texture of meat, minus the negative environmental and human labor impact. You won’t find any pork or beef recipes here, which generally reflects our personal diets and what we cook as a crew. (But if we’re in Japan, at least one of us will bust down that Wagyu!)


Sugar: Perhaps no food has been weaponized more than cane sugar—its painful history as a product that the African enslaved grew and processed is haunting. Their labor made sugar a global commodity, and it continues to be a ubiquitous ingredient and a foundational element of the chemistry behind many basic cooking methods.


With that in mind, nearly all the sugar listed in this book is raw cane sugar. Commonly sold as piloncillo, demerara, muscovado, or turbinado sugar, it’s minimally processed and closest in flavor to the raw sugarcane that our ancestors might have stewarded.


Raw sugar has hints of tangy molasses and notes of caramel, a less acute sweetness, and a lower glycemic index than the white granulated sugar most commonly found in processed foods and baked goods. In instances where some finesse is needed for baking, we suggest the more finely milled product sold as organic cane sugar, which is made with pure evaporated cane juice that hasn’t been bleached or stripped of its raw qualities. Bottom line: When it comes to sugar, shit ain’t so sweet. Know the ’ledge and choose your source wisely.


Tools You Can Use


Opinions on what a ready-to-go kitchen comprises can vary widely based on your background and cooking skills. For example, the mortar and pestle is ubiquitous in cultures from Europe to Asia, Africa to South America. It’s one of the oldest cooking technologies in human history, and chic enough for fancy brands to make pricey stoneware versions. But if you didn’t come up with people manually pounding herbs or spices or, in larger versions, starchy tubers like yams, you may not know what one is. (Now you do. Know the ’ledge.)


Don’t feel overwhelmed. Building a home kitchen that reflects your evolving interests and abilities is a journey, not a destination. This book is for you because you picked it up. There is something here for you at your comfort level right now, and something you might aspire to try later. Enjoy the ride and cook what makes sense for you. This list is more for setting expectations than telling you to throw down cash just to eat.


Conical strainer


Dehydrator (some air fryers also have this function)


Fine-mesh strainer


Food processor


High-powered blender


Ice cream maker


Immersion blender


Juicer


Kitchen scale


Mortar and pestle


Nut-milk bag or cheesecloth


Outdoor grill


Pimento wood chips


Pizza peel


Takoyaki pan and pin sticks


Tawa and dabla
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The Makings of a Ghetto Gastro Dish
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Ibrahem Hasan
Bronx Barrel, 2019





Our cooking ethos is guided by a few important principles: It’s gotta be right and to the bite. Done with finesse, but make it look effortless. Our food is delicious and beautiful. Intentional and subversive. And always with that swag, as in the Triple Cs.


Triple Cs



Triple Cs is quintessential Ghetto Gastro, so it deserves to stand on its own. It features seared cornbread, crab salad, and caviar.


Cornbread


Native Americans, Africans, and ancient Mesoamericans made cornmeal and its many iterations a core food. We can look to johnnycakes, corn pone, spoon bread, and cornbread as the expression of Indigenous and enslaved peoples. Somehow, the cultures that put in the work and sacrifice, ultimately building global economies, are the ones that get exploited. Native American, Black, and brown communities are among the most food insecure in the United States. Even still, our innumerable contributions are the foundation of global wealth.


Crab Salad


When our political representatives take actions that divest resources from our communities, we’re told it’s like crabs in a barrel. The metaphor suggests that if we’re all going down, no one can get out. But that analogy is insufficient because crabs belong in and around water. And maybe the crab isn’t trying to block the other one’s freedom. Maybe they’re all trying to link up and help each other get out.


Caviar


Caviar—black gold—is thought of as the pinnacle of European luxury. But caviar originates in the Middle East and Asia, an example of how incomplete histories can alter our view about who gets to enjoy what.


Serves 12


Ingredients


For the cornbread


14 ounces (3½ sticks/400 g) unsalted butter, plus more for greasing


2 cups (240 g) tipo “00” flour or all-purpose flour, plus more for dusting


5½ cups (900 g) frozen corn kernels


1 cup (250 g) unsweetened oat milk


3 large (150 g) eggs


1 cup (160 g) cornmeal


1 cup (200 g) organic cane sugar


1 tablespoon kosher salt


1⅛ teaspoons (5 g) baking powder


½ teaspoon (3 g) baking soda


For the crab salad


1 pound (455 g) peekytoe crabmeat, cleaned


2 tablespoons chopped fresh chives


3 tablespoons crème fraîche


1 teaspoon lemon zest


9 ounces (255 g) beluga caviar or osetra caviar (the amount is your preference)


Preparation


Make the cornbread


Heat the oven to 375°F (190°C). Grease two 9 x 5 inch (23 x 13 cm) loaf pans with butter and dust them with flour, tapping out any excess.


In a heavy-bottomed pot, melt the butter over high heat. Add the frozen corn and cook until golden brown, about 15 minutes. Transfer the mixture to a blender, add the oat milk, and blend on high until smooth. Add the eggs and blend again until smooth. Set aside.


In a large bowl, stir together the flour, cornmeal, sugar, salt, baking powder, and baking soda.


Add the wet ingredients to the dry ingredients. Mix well. Pour the batter into the prepared pans.


Bake for 40 minutes, until the cornbread turns golden and the top begins to crack. Remove from the oven. Set the pans on trivets or a wire rack and let cool completely.


When the cornbread has cooled, heat a large skillet over medium-high heat.


Turn the loaves out of the pans and set them right-side up on a cutting board or flat surface. Using a serrated knife, cut the loaves into equal slices about ½ inch (1 cm) thick.


Working in batches, place the cornbread slices into the heated dry skillet, leaving space between the slices. Sear each slice until golden brown on both sides, 1 to 2 minutes per side. As they finish, set aside on a rack.


Make the crab salad


In a large bowl, combine the crabmeat, chives, crème fraîche, and lemon zest. Stir gently to combine. Use immediately, or cover and chill for up to 2 days.


To plate your Triple Cs, divide the crab salad evenly among the cornbread slices and spread it evenly over the surface. Top each slice with a dollop of caviar and enjoy immediately.
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Henry Taylor
Cora (cornbread), 2008
Acrylic on canvas, 62⅝ x 49⅞ x 3⅛ in.








each of us are here because someone fed us. watering mouths


       out-stretched


smacking on sugared dreams


             and drizzled joys


sacred


    as yams and okra seeds


rasta fruits and gullah vegetables


    love-


       deep hunger


a sermon in a skillet


          Black as the cosmos


sizzling


    cooked


         by beautiful bare hands


fresh-squeezed


         liberation is homemade


         from scratch


sweet as honey


        in the rock


    revolutions are stewed and sautéed


on stove tops     every movement starts


in sweaty kitchens


while passing plates and peppering pallets


bless the dressing and the well-dressed


it starts in you


      with you


           and for you.


a community-led recipe


  the truth is best served at room temperature.


           food is a vibe


a tone


    a tune


       a mood


the marching orders


            an appetite for belonging


a dance    with pots and pans


the thick smell of care


              lingering in a room.


never mind the measuring


a pinch


    of heart


a sprinkle


        of courage


let us gather


one by one


      eyes glistening


seasoning a perfect silence


             meals that moan


make you wanna shout


the way


closed mouths don’t get fed.


—aja monet
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Chase Hall
Ron and the Crab, 2022
Acrylic and coffee on cotton canvas 18 x 12 in.
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Chopped Stease


Green “For the Money” Juice


Coco Loco


Seafood City


Jade’s Palace


Interview: A$AP Ferg


Highbridge Plantain Patty


Lemmegetaslice


Triboro Tres Leches


Nutcrackers


Interview: Thelma Golden


When we think of the Bronx, we think of home. When we say BX, we think of the birthplace of hip hop, which is to say, the undisputed cultural influence of our lifetime, brought to you by working-class Black and brown kids. (This ain’t hyperbole. They’re spittin rhymes in multiple languages and emulating our style all over the world.)


We’ve got delis and bodegas within walking distance. We’ve got massive apartment buildings and single-family homes on tidy, tiny lawns. Diverse food cultures abound on White Plains Road and Arthur Avenue, from the roti shop to the cannoli spot. Immigrant culture is ubiquitous here. We’ve got Albanians, Vietnamese, Cubans, Jamaicans, Ghanaians, Pakistanis, and countless more. The expressway is jammed; the elevated trains are probably running behind. When we think of the Bronx, we think of music on loud sound systems because if you’ve got the beats, you gotta shake the streets. From the North Bronx, in Baychester, high-rise windows show off stunning sights of the Hutchinson River feeding into Eastchester Bay, which frame the dense treetops of Pelham Bay Park. We are the greenest borough in the city of New York. But that doesn’t mean everyone gets to experience the idyllic trails or beautiful wildlife preserves in the same way.


When we think about the Bronx, we know it’s full of many different kinds of people, many different experiences. But if you haven’t been to the BX, or you’ve only experienced certain sides of it, you’re probably more familiar with places that get a one-sided shake. Like certain wards down south in New Orleans, favelas in São Paulo, the shantytown in Joburg, or the ghetto in Port-au-Prince, there are far too many parts of the Bronx that struggle against divestment and systemic oppression. We’re not talking about “underprivileged” communities, which is an indirect way to say what they really are: intentionally deprived.


In the financial capital of the world, many people in the Bronx go to bed hungry every night, while police are tasked with ticketing “unlicensed” street vendors for selling produce at affordable prices. The Bronx is not a food “desert,” because deserts are natural occurrences. But our borough is affected by food apartheid, a social system of inequality that limits access to affordable, healthy food and makes state-produced poverty a personal burden.


In a city where thousands come from around the globe to pursue their academic and artistic education, the school-to-prison pipeline in the Bronx couldn’t be more clear. We have been in schools where a painted line down the center of a hallway separates children who are forced to walk silently, single file, between classes. We’ve seen a cafeteria labeled as a “mess hall,” as it might be in prison. An outdoor play area, if it’s even used for such activity, is labeled “the yard.” Around the corner from the South Bronx High School complex, which currently houses two distinct schools, is the Horizon Juvenile Center in Mott Haven. It’s classified as the most restrictive facility of its kind for youth. Imagine walking by a place where your friends or family might be locked up and alone, while you’re on your way to school. Only then can you have a sense of what it’s like to come of age in the South Bronx.


Our community deserves so many more resources than it gets. But we come from hardworking, determined folks. We find beauty and make magic in the struggle, because the alternative is to succumb to great odds. We’re less concerned with convincing others that the Bronx is worthy. We already know what it is, YERRRRR! We are invested in impacting tangible change that shifts the reality, the narrative, for folks in our community. And we are proud of where we come from, imperfections and all.


The food in this chapter takes you on a tour of the place Ghetto Gastro was born. We set it off with Chopped Stease, our take on the classic bodega sandwich. We hit you with a little Chinese takeout with Jade’s Palace, our take on General Tso’s. The Nutcrackers will get you feelin nice, and if you don’t know, trust you will soon. Mobb out with the GG goons. We chop it up with A$AP Ferg and Thelma Golden, whose respective links between our crew, Uptown, and Black culture help frame our work and the legacies we are proud to reflect. Ferg has brought that interdisciplinary energy since day one, banking certified-platinum hip hop tracks alongside innovations in fashion and making moves on the screen. Thelma Golden has been a pivotal curator in the arts world for more than three decades and leads the Studio Museum in Harlem, the premier global institution for visual art by artists of African descent, as director and chief curator.
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Chopped Stease


Seems like we’ve been eating chopped cheese our whole lives. Our favorites were from delis like Hajji’s on 110th (also known as Blue Sky Deli). It’s a hood staple, one that until recent years, you’d find only Uptown.


For $4 or $5, any short-order bodega cook can style it how you like it, but the classic build is ground beef cooked down with onions and American cheese, then topped with tomatoes and shredded lettuce on a hero or roll. It’s a sandwich that’s been extensively rapped and written about, argued over, and widely consumed. Some make comparisons to other sandwiches, but we’re not doin that (this is not the time for Philly cheesesteak debates). Like a lot of foods that emerge from neighborhoods and cultures where many are systemically deprived of wealth, the chopped cheese is a blue-collar dish. It’s gonna fill you up, get you right. And like many iconic foods, especially those from Black and brown cultures, the chopped cheese is not without its social complexities.


As the class makeup of the BX and Uptown has shifted to attract richer, whiter populations in recent years, the chopped cheese found its way into the hands of folks who didn’t grow up on it like we did but rather often “discovered” the sandwich and, naturally, loved it. It wasn’t long before chopped cheeses appeared downtown and across the bridge in Brooklyn, at restaurants, not delis, and sometimes at more than triple the deli price (and on the wrong bread!).


In the United States, inexpensive food can often mean it’s actually unhealthy. A widespread lack of care for our environment, agricultural policies that subsidize certain commodities over fruits and vegetables, commercial rents that make running a restaurant in practice a real estate business—these all factor into a $4 beef sandwich that’s no long-term investment in your body. The cost to source antibiotic-free, sustainably farmed meat, organic produce for the fixins, and bread made from high-quality non-GMO wheat would make it unrealistic for most businesses to maintain the low retail tag. But study this: Here’s a class issue exacerbated by racism. Poor people get a sandwich they can afford that’s not nourishing, and wealthy people get offered a healthier, more expensive version that might not even resemble the real thing. Some of us Black folks looked up to see a product of our environment appear in news stories as if it just got invented, a relentless American refrain.


Our take on the sandwich that’s come to symbolize so much in our community is the Chopped Stease. At Ghetto Gastro, we aim to keep pushing the conversation, remixing, repurposing, subverting where we can. Stease is about that layered flavor, that BX energy. We have to big up where we’re from, and that means claiming the parts that helped shape us. No disrespect to the OG chopped cheese, but it’s only right we add our own stease. Respectfully.


Makes 4 sandwiches


Ingredients


1 tablespoon vegetable oil


4 hero rolls or French dinner rolls, sliced in half lengthwise


3 tablespoons plant-based butter


1 cup (125 g) cipollini onions, diced


1 pound (455 g) plant-based ground meat


1 tablespoon flaky sea salt, plus more to taste


1 teaspoon freshly ground black pepper


9 ounces (255 g) plant-based American cheese


½ cup (110 g) Aquafaba Aioli


1 cup (75 g) finely shredded iceberg lettuce


1 heirloom tomato, sliced


Preparation


In a large nonstick pan, heat the vegetable oil over medium heat. When it begins to smoke, add the rolls, cut-side down, and toast, gently pressing them against the pan, until the insides develop a golden brown hue and crisp up, about 1 minute. You might need to work in a few batches; don’t crowd the pan. As the rolls are toasted, remove them from the heat and set aside.


Add the plant-based butter to the same pan and increase the heat to medium-high. Add the onions and sweat them until they begin to soften, about 2 minutes. Add the plant-based ground meat and season with the salt and pepper. Cook, using a spatula to break up the meat as it cooks, until browned, 5 to 6 minutes, then layer the cheese onto the meat. Use the spatula to “chop” the cheese into the meat. Chop it! Stir to combine, then remove from the heat.


Take the bottom half of each sandwich roll and spread a layer of the aioli onto it, then add some lettuce. Load on the meat-and-cheese mix, then top with sliced tomato, plus a sprinkle of salt. Finish with the top half of each roll.


To serve it up deli-style (and for a less messy eating experience), wrap the sandwich in a sheet of parchment paper, then in a sheet of foil. Order up! Serve immediately.


[image: Images]




[image: Images]


Jordan Casteel
ICE, 2018
Oil on canvas, 78 x 60 in.






Green “For the Money” Juice


Around our way, we say “Green for the money, gold for the honey.” For us, greens represent resilience and abundance. Plus, you can’t beat the essential health benefits.


Green Garden Juice Bar and Health Food Store is on White Plains Road. It opened as Brother Roy’s Green Garden in 1983 at a different location (it’s always going to be Brother Roy’s to us), but the juice bar is a beloved Black-owned gathering place that promotes health and wellness. For youth used to seeing smoke shops and liquor stores on countless corners, this West Indian spot is where you find like-minded people knowledgeable about nutrition.


Brother Roy’s is across from an elevated train, facing the New York Housing Authority’s Gun Hill Houses. The energy is chaotic on the streets. In the shop, it’s like an oasis. You smell the fresh fruit. You hear patois that reflects Caribbean roots. A mural dedicated to Brother Roy stretches across one wall.


Green “For the Money” Juice is inspired by this juice spot. The black seed oil, extracted from black cumin seed, is slightly bitter, a little spicy, and balances well with the blend. You can find black seed oil at natural food stores, or online (see Resources). Drink it cold, so start with fruit that’s been refrigerated. Health is wealth.


Serves 4


Ingredients


2 cucumbers, halved


6 celery stalks


8 curly kale leaves, stemmed (your preference of kale)


2 cups loosely packed (60 g) baby spinach leaves


2 (1- to 2-inch/3 to 5 cm) pieces fresh ginger


2 large (or 4 small) Granny Smith apples, cored


2 tablespoons fresh lime juice


Black seed oil, for finishing


Equipment


Juicer


Preparation


Working in batches as needed, use a high-powered juicer to juice the cucumbers, celery, kale, spinach, ginger, and apples, one ingredient at a time. Pass the juice through a fine-mesh strainer into a carafe or pitcher, discarding the pulp.


Add the lime juice and stir to incorporate.


Pour the beverage into glasses. Garnish each with 3 small dots of black seed oil. Serve and drink immediately.
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Coco Loco


Summertime Uptown, you’ve got several tasty options to beat the heat: Piragua, a fruity shaved ice classic from our Boricua fam; Mister Softee ice cream trucks; or coco helado, coconut ice offered in a range of flavors.


Mister Softee shows up in late spring. But when the coco ice is outside? That’s when it’s dumb hot. When we spot the Delicioso Coco Helado carts, it’s often an abuelo slinging the treats for $1 to $2 (as the Bronx emcee Fat Joe says, “Yesterday’s price is not today’s price!”—those joints were 50 cents when we were coming up). Get your coco, cherry, mango, or if you’re feelin a little spicy, you can taste the rainbow. Coco helado is essential when the humidity is high, when open fire hydrants flood the streets and multiple generations sit on stoops.


This coconut ice cream is inspired by our childhood memories Uptown. It calls for coconut puree, which is a frozen product (see Resources). Defrost the puree in the refrigerator a day or two before you want to make the ice cream. Once it’s defrosted, do not refreeze what’s left. You can use the remaining coconut puree as a substitute for coconut milk in Limonada de Coco or add it to curries or other sorbet recipes.


Makes about 1 quart (1 L)


Ingredients


4 cups (375 g) unsweetened shredded coconut


4 cups (500 ml) coconut milk


1¾ cups plus 2 tablespoons (185 g) organic cane sugar


1½ cups (375 ml) frozen coconut puree (such as Boiron brand), thawed


Equipment


Ice cream maker


Preparation


Heat the oven to 350°F (175°C).


On a sheet pan, spread the shredded coconut into an even layer. Toast the coconut in the oven for 3 to 5 minutes, until it develops a toasty aroma and is lightly browned.


In a large pot, bring the coconut milk and sugar to a simmer over medium heat. Turn off the heat. Add the toasted coconut to the warmed coconut milk and steep until the liquid has cooled to room temperature, about 2 hours. Using a fine-mesh strainer, strain the liquid into a large bowl.


Add the coconut puree to the infused coconut milk and whisk thoroughly to completely dissolve the puree. Pour the mixture into a large bowl or container. Cover and refrigerate the ice cream base overnight, or for about 8 hours. You want to allow the coconut flavor to develop.


Transfer the chilled ice cream base to your ice cream maker and follow the manufacturer’s instructions for preparation. The texture of the ice cream should be smooth and creamy. Transfer the ice cream to a freezer-safe airtight container and freeze until the ice cream sets, usually 2 to 4 hours, then serve.
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Seafood City


New York City is far more geographically diverse than most people realize. City Island, or what we call the “Hood Hamptons,” is right past Pelham Bay and south of Orchard Beach (aka Chocha Beach). It’s one of those “if you know you know” spots.


One and a half miles long and only half a mile wide, it’s a small strip that, for a number of reasons, never saw the big development that some speculators planned. The original stewards of this region, the Lenape people, fished and hunted on what was then called Lenapehoking long before Dutch colonizers arrived. It’s been a sought-after destination by outsiders ever since. Today, City Island is renowned for its plethora of seafood.
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