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			This book is dedicated to my mother, Beryl, and my late father, Peter, who encouraged my love for food.
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			Good food and good cooking are about more than how food tastes or looks on a plate; they are about how good the food makes the person cooking it and the person eating it feel.
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			When I immigrated to the United States from my native India in 1988, I couldn’t know exactly where I’d be or what I’d be doing twenty-five years later, but I was certain that my life would involve equal measures of food and family. It has been this way since I was a kid. Back then, we caught and ate mullet and zebra fish from the Arabian Sea and held barbecues with our neighborhood friends, and our cook chased down the best produce from the wallas, or vendors, who walked our neighborhood peddling their delicious wares every day. These days, I catch striped bass and fluke off the New York coast with my sons, Peter and Justin, and host backyard cookouts with my wife, Barkha, as often as I can; and if I’m not in the kitchen or with my family, you’ll find me working in my garden or at the farmers’ market. For as long as I can remember, my days have been focused on what I can look forward to eating or cooking for my next meal. I actually get mad if I have to miss a meal! When I am working I miss at least one meal a day, so I strive to ensure that every weekend day at home includes three complete meals.


			My love for food and cooking guided me on my path to becoming a chef. When I started out in the hospitality business, I didn’t realize the direction it would take me in. I became a cook before the era of “celebrity chefs,” back when it was not at all cool to be in the kitchen. I have worked for many years in professional kitchens in New York City, including some very good and some not-so-good Indian restaurants. My first serious break came when I was hired as a line cook at Lespinasse. There my cooking style blossomed. When I manned the stoves at the much-acclaimed and beloved Tabla, we earned a prestigious three stars from The New York Times. During that period, I also had the opportunity to develop a taco stand called El Verano at the Mets’ Citi Field and the Washington Nationals’ Nationals Park. El Verano was one of the first taquerias ever to be located in a baseball stadium. I went on to open North End Grill and then White Street, both in Lower Manhattan, where I cooked modern American food with international influences. But as the years went by and I got further away from the kind of cooking I had done at Lespinasse and, especially, Tabla, I realized that my guests at the newer restaurants craved my bold style of flavoring food, and I missed letting loose as I once had. Since then I’ve refocused on my spice roots, opening the Bombay Canteen in my native Bombay and Paowalla in New York City, two restaurants that celebrate the wonderful flavors of India.


			Between my time at Tabla and at North End Grill, I was offered the chance to participate in season 3 of Top Chef Masters on Bravo, an opportunity that I almost declined because I had planned to go on a food tour of Europe. I’m sincerely glad that I ended up skipping the trip and accepting the offer to go on the show, since I eventually won the whole darn thing, including a $110,000 donation for my charity, the Young Scientist Foundation. If you’ve eaten in one of my restaurants or seen me on TV, you know that I cook bold, flavorful food.


			My professional life is extremely important to me, but that’s not what this book is about. When I cook in restaurants, I am free to use as many ingredients and components as I feel a dish needs. This book, on the other hand, is about how and what I cook when I’m eating at home with my wife and kids, entertaining our friends and family, or, especially, when preparing food for tailgating before or watching on television any Mets or New York Giants game. Furthermore, this is not a book of “Indian food.” Yes, I was born and raised in India, and my culinary origins are there. But I have now lived and worked in the United States for more than twenty-five years, and I’ve traveled the world. My food (like my life) is a fusion of many different cuisines and cultures, with subtle Indian accents. Beyond geographic influences, though, what really marks the food I cook is the unique and complex flavor profile of every dish. Because of the way I seasoned food when I worked with him at Lespinasse, chef Gray Kunz called me Spicy Man. Another colleague christened me Spice King. I like both terms just fine, but the narrow focus on spices is a little misleading. My cooking is about all the flavors I use, not just the spices. That’s why I prefer the nickname Flavorwalla. In India, a walla is a merchant of a specific item or someone who is knowledgeable about a trade. For instance, a chawiwalla is a locksmith, a machiwalla is a fishmonger, and a paowalla is a bread seller.


			I’m the flavorwalla because I have made my mark as a creator of bold, exciting food with balanced layers of flavors and textures that play off each other. The cooking I do at home is different from what I do in my restaurants primarily in that I use fewer components. However, the layers and balance of flavor and texture are the same. I crave bold flavors in everything I cook and eat. That said, I am certainly an equal-opportunity diner, which means that I love all kinds of food and almost every ingredient. My craving for exciting food sometimes leads me far from home. When Barkha and I travel, I often plan our trips around the food—from specialty markets to carts and restaurants—that will be at or close to our destinations. We do have slightly different definitions of “close,” though. This is sometimes the cause of dissension between us, as Barkha doesn’t always agree that a two-hour drive to and from a meal is entirely rational.


			We did agree, however, when our kids were young that one of the most frustrating aspects of parenthood was figuring out what to feed them. Like most kids, Peter and Justin preferred simple food. But to Barkha and me, making only very simple dishes with no variation was not palatable. Plus, considering how much we both love food, it was important to us that the boys learned to really like it, especially because I believe that food is not just about nourishment. It is a vehicle for connecting with your family through your culture. Food is about sharing. I like to say that breaking bread is the best way to break down borders. We knew we had to keep our sons engaged in the process rather than risk alienating them with foods they weren’t yet ready to enjoy. I figured that actually asking them what they wanted to eat as opposed to making them something that we wanted was a good way to go about it. Often we would leave the main protein very plain, and then we’d expand the flavor profile of the side dishes, adding a little bit of spice and more flavor to them to introduce the kids to new tastes. Even today, when I make a roast chicken or a steak at home, I often keep that fairly straightforward and make the starch and vegetables more complex. Our boys have grown into very adventurous eaters. And even though they love Indian food now, they, like Barkha and me, don’t want to have it at every meal. On the other hand, if I ever cook food that is as bland as the food they once craved, they are disappointed that they are missing the excitement of the spices and the layers of flavor.


			

			The Keys to Good Cooking


			Over a lifetime of cooking and eating near and far, I’ve learned the key to creating the most exciting and flavorful food: achieving a good balance of spice, salt, acid-sour, bitter, sweet, and heat. These elements of flavor are the building blocks of every one of my dishes, from a plate of scrambled eggs to a whole leg of lamb that is marinated for a day and then roasted for many hours. When you strike the correct balance, the food will resonate beautifully with your diners. You’ll know you’ve gotten it just right when they can’t quite put their finger on what the combination of flavors is or why they feel that they must take another bite . . . and another. That’s the sign of perfectly balanced elements, and it’s definitely something you can learn how to do in your own kitchen. Begin by cooking the recipes in this book as they are written so that you can get a feel (and taste!) for how I do it. Then you can riff on the recipes or borrow the spice and flavor combinations I use here for other dishes you already know. In time, you’ll find yourself looking for this balance in everything you cook and eat.


			Following are the primary ingredients I rely on to bring each element of balance to my food. Some of these ingredients can be added in two or three different ways with really nice results. For instance, if I’m using apples, I might add apple cider and apple cider vinegar as well. Ingredients from the same source are naturally complementary, and pairing them can provide complexity without toppling the balance in a dish.


			You may notice that there is no mention of a creamy or buttery element. I do use both cream and butter in moderation. Either can be part of an exciting, boldly flavored dish, but neither will bring that excitement or flavor; in fact, butter and cream can sometimes have a deadening effect on a dish. Here are the elements and ingredients that do enliven everything I cook.


			Spice


			There is spice in everything I cook, and sometimes several different spices, but I don’t believe in adding spice for spice’s sake. Each one is included for a reason, and each dish calls for its own particular spice profile, depending on the other ingredients or the season of the year. That said, generally speaking there are natural affinities between certain spices and main ingredients, as you will see in the following list. Although many factors go into determining how much spice to add and whether a particular dish needs every spice listed, this “affinity cheat sheet” is a good general road map to how I flavor with spices. (For more on specific spices, see “What’s in My Spice Cabinet.”)


			• Red meat: coriander and black cardamom


			• Poultry: cumin and coriander


			• Pork: cloves, cinnamon, and mustard seeds


			• Fish: coriander and fennel


			• Vegetables: cumin and mustard seeds


			Salt


			The most obvious source of saltiness in my cooking is salt, naturally (for more information on salt, see here). But I also use soy sauce, dried salted fish, anchovies, and capers to add a bit of saltiness to various dishes.


			Acid-Sour and Acid-Sweet


			Good sources of straight acid-sour are tamarind, vinegar, tart citrus (such as lemons and limes), kokum (see here), and yogurt. For acid-sweet, I like mango, pineapple, tomato, apple, and sweet citrus (such as oranges). Which of these ingredients I use sometimes depends on the season. For example, I only use fresh tomatoes when they are fully ripe during the summer; during other times of the year, I use good-quality fire-roasted canned tomatoes for that crucial hit of acid.


			Bitter


			Ginger, citrus zest, and mustard seeds bring a bit of bitterness to food, as does the act of caramelizing ingredients, such as onions, carrots, and meat.


			Sweet


			My go-to sources for sweet are citrus fruits, sugar, palm sugar, maple syrup, honey, and fruit juice, as well as the natural sugars in vegetables and fruits.


			Heat


			My friend David once observed that I use heat as a flavor. Until he said it to me, I hadn’t ever thought of my food in that way, but he is absolutely correct. Most of my cooking does contain some heat, whether it’s from fresh or dried chiles, peppercorns, mustard, or horseradish. But it’s never gratuitous heat (added just for “the burn”), and that’s why it works. To keep the heat in a dish safely in the realm of a flavor and away from the broader, less discriminating “just hot” effect, make sure that it is complementary to, never overpowering, the other ingredients in the dish.
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			My Guiding Philosophies


			Good methodology in the kitchen goes hand in hand with good, well-balanced ingredients. And for that, I owe my grandmother so much. Every time I cook, I send her silent thanks for teaching me to embrace the habit of not wasting anything. I wouldn’t be the chef I am today had I not learned this priceless lesson from her. Its application goes far beyond the narrow confines of making sure we eat everything on our plates and save (and use!) any leftovers. It’s an all-encompassing philosophy that gets you a higher yield from your precious resources of food, time, and energy, with less effort.


			Make Your Food Stretch


			Although we have meat or fish at almost every meal at home, we almost never eat big amounts of it. I’ll prepare a one-pound steak for four people. Four ounces is a healthy portion of meat, and it is wise not to spend too much money on expensive proteins when you don’t really need that much. Instead use a more modest amount, season and prepare it well, and serve it with a variety of vegetables and starches to add texture and interest to the meal. The Flank Steak with Thai Salad (see recipe) is a great example of this far more satisfying way to eat meat.


			Don’t Throw Anything Away!


			I have an aversion to wasting anything when I cook. When I’m in the restaurant, this might mean that when we trim big rib-eye steaks, we reserve the trimmed end pieces for burger meat. In a home kitchen, where meat has usually come fully trimmed and ready to go, this kind of economy isn’t usually practical, but there are many other areas where it does make sense. When shelling shrimp, for instance, reserve the shells and heads in the freezer for making stock another time. Or, when roasting a chicken, freeze the neck, trimmed skin, wing tips, and gizzards that come with it, and then, after roasting, add the carcass to the freezer and use them all to make delicious stock later. In this book, you’ll learn many ways I preserve the bits and pieces from the preparation of one dish to form the base of another dish down the line.


			Save Time and Energy


			In my kitchen, economizing goes beyond using ingredients efficiently; it ex-tends to using resources of time and energy to their maximum potential as well. For example, I always try to use the oven or grill for cooking multiple items at the same time. If the oven is on to cook a main dish, then I’ll also make a braise or roast a couple of different kinds of vegetables. This both frees up space on the stovetop and saves energy. If I’m preparing a braise for one meal, I very often do two at once. And I put these in the center of the oven so that I can roast something else, such as vegetables or a couple of chickens, on the bottom rack. Similarly, when I’m grilling meat or fish, I also grill a bunch of vegetables, either before or after the main course is cooked.


			I don’t do any of this additional preparation with the intention of serving all the food at once; instead, the other dishes and components go into the fridge for a future meal. Using a single piece of equipment for a few different preparations is one of a chef’s very best habits, and it is certainly applicable to a home kitchen, where time and energy are often the most precious resources you have. This is especially true when there are kids in the house.


			I have talked a lot about flavor, and balance, and preserving resources. But when all is said and done, we are the most successful cooks when the food we prepare captures a lovely feeling or recollection, and perhaps even transports someone else to their own happy memory. Flavor and balance may be the most important technical factors in cooking, but great food is not only about look and taste. It’s also about how good it makes the person or people cooking and eating it feel. I have enjoyed countless meals in my life, and I’ve encountered a few I did not care for. The common denominator of every one of the meals I enjoyed is that the cook who prepared it put his or her heart into it. Without love, cooking has no soul. For me, cooking is a way to bring love to the table.


			That’s how everyday food becomes something unexpected, and that may be the real secret of me, the flavorwalla. And, with the advice and recipes in this book, I hope to show you how to become a flavorwalla in your own kitchen. Please consider this book your guide to adding an element of bold flavor and spice to everything you cook. I don’t want you to think of it as a rigid map that must be strictly followed, but I do urge you to prepare each recipe as it’s written the first time you cook it so that you can experience cooking and seasoning the food the way I do. After that, treat the recipe as a jumping-off point from which you can improvise and substitute ingredients according to what you and your family love to eat. What matters more than anything is what you put into the dish. When the person cooking and the person eating a dish feel great, it is a great dish.




	

			
Cooking with Me


			My Go-To Ingredients, Tools, and Techniques
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			Here is a list of the spices, aromatics, and other ingredients; tools and gadgets; and techniques and habits I use most frequently at home. Most of them will be familiar to you. The few unusual ingredients can be found in well-stocked grocery stores or ethnic supermarkets. Any that can’t be easily purchased nearby can be bought online (see Sources).


			

			
Spices


			With very few exceptions (primarily turmeric, cayenne, and paprika), I always buy fresh whole spices and grind just what I’ll use for a recipe or meal when I need it. Similarly, I don’t generally use store-bought spice mixes, with one exception: MDH chaat masala. I always buy my spices from an ethnic store or a reputable online spice company (see Sources) where there is a lot of traffic so the inventory turns over frequently and the spices are relatively fresh. One thing you’ll never see in any of my kitchens or my recipes is curry powder. The term “curry” just means a sauce with spice. Curry doesn’t have to contain a lot of spice—it can be as little as one type of spice and as many as ten or more—and it definitely doesn’t have to include anything called curry powder. No self-respecting cook of real Indian food will ever have anything labeled that in his or her kitchen.


			Storing Spices


			Store spices in tightly sealed containers and away from heat and light. Keep them for no longer than one year.


			Grinding Spices


			The most efficient tool for grinding spices is an electric coffee grinder. In fact, the type of blade coffee grinder I’ve used for years is now sold as a combination “coffee and spice” grinder; there is even a company, GIR, that is making a burr grinder for spice. Use a mortar and pestle to crack hard spices such as cinnamon sticks, dried ginger, and cardamom pods before grinding them in a spice/coffee grinder or when it’s important that the spice not be ground too fine. If you don’t have a mortar and pestle, place the spices in a ziplock bag, seal it, pressing all of the air out of it, put it on a hard surface, and pound the spices with a wooden rolling pin until they are crushed to the desired coarseness.


			Whichever tool you use, when you are coarsely grinding more than one spice for a dish, you should grind them separately, since spices of different densities grind at different rates. You don’t want your softest spices to become powder while the harder ones are still in large pieces. If you’re finely grinding everything, however, it’s usually acceptable to grind a combination of spices together.


			I never add the ground spices to the blender when I am making a rub, paste, or sauce. If you add the dry ingredients to the blender, you’ll need to add extra liquid to help keep everything moving, and more often than not, this will throw off the balance of the recipe. You also risk burning out the blender’s motor. Instead, transfer the blended mixture to a bowl or other container and stir in the ground spices.


			Cleaning an Electric Spice/Coffee Grinder


			Grinding spices can leave behind lots of fine powder and oils, so it’s a good idea to clean the grinder after each use to prevent the flavors of whatever you have ground from flavoring whatever you grind next. To clean the grinder, wipe it out with a dry paper towel, then add a handful of raw rice or several pieces of dry bread and grind it for ten to twenty seconds. Dump out the rice or bread and wipe the grinder and the inside of the lid once more with a paper towel.


			
Cooking Spices


			The beauty and complexity of spices lie in their aromatic oils, and the best way to get at them is to heat the spices. Cooking extracts the flavor as well as the health benefits of the aromatic oils. Toasting is one way to do this, but it is not the only way. Spices can also be sautéed in oil—I call this “blooming.”


			Only toast whole spices, never ground spices. It is almost always best to toast each whole spice separately. The density of each spice is different, and some cook faster than others. Toast whole spices in a small heavy-bottomed skillet over medium heat, shaking the pan frequently, until fragrant and several shades darker, usually about 3 minutes. Remove the spice from the pan and let cool completely before grinding. 


			Whole spices are also often bloomed, or cooked in hot oil, at the beginning of the preparation of a dish to extract maximum flavor. Add harder, denser, larger spices, such as cinnamon sticks and cloves, to the hot oil before softer spices like cumin, because they take longer to cook.


			To bloom most whole spices, heat the oil in a pan over medium heat until it shimmers. Add the spices and cook, stirring, until they are fragrant and little bubbles form around them, about 1 minute.


			When blooming mustard seeds, it’s important that the pan be sufficiently hot when the seeds are added so that they pop. So, first heat the dry pan until it’s hot, then add the oil and heat until it is very hot and shimmery. Only then should the mustard seeds go in. They’ll start popping in several seconds, and then you can add the remaining spices.


			Ground spices can burn quickly if bloomed in hot oil, so I always mix ground spices with some liquid to make a paste. The paste is typically added further along in the preparation, so that the spices don’t scorch.


			
What’s in My Spice Cabinet


			The following are the spices I use most often to build flavor.


			Allspice


			This warm spice is an important ingredient in West Indian cooking. Its flavor, as its name indicates, is like a combination of nutmeg, cinnamon, and cloves, with peppery overtones. Used frequently in baking, allspice is also good in pickling spice mixes and in marinades for fish, meat, game, and poultry.


			Cardamom


			Green and black cardamom are heat-generating spices (in India, their use is limited during summer). Both are integral to garam masala (see here). Green cardamom has a fresh, lemony flavor. Sweeter and more delicate than the black, it is versatile enough to be used in desserts. Black cardamom is strong and musky; it works very well with meats like lamb and beef.


			Chaat Masala


			This popular Indian spice blend has a spicy, sweet, hot, bitter, and sour flavor profile. Dried mango, dried pomegranate seeds, mint, black pepper, and cumin are the predominant ingredients. This is the only commercial spice blend I use, because unlike most spice blends, for some reason, commercial chaat masala blends tend to be pretty good. The one made by MDH is excellent.


			Chiles, Dried


			Ask me which of the spices in my cabinet most define my cooking, and I’ll say chiles. This is not because my food is particularly spicy, although chiles can of course be a source of heat—to a greater or lesser degree, depending on what kind and how much you use. But to me, the most important attribute of chiles is their flavor. Once you start to look at them this way, and consider each variety’s specific fruitiness, earthiness, depth, smoke, muskiness, and heat, you’ll see a whole world of flavor notes open up to you. I included heat in the list of flavor notes because that is exactly how I think of it. Heat is a flavor, and it shouldn’t be taken for granted or overused any more than any other flavor.


			I often call for whole or broken-up dried chiles in dishes. Although I sometimes take the whole chiles out, chop them up, and stir them back into the pot before serving, usually I just leave them whole and try to make sure that I get to them before anyone else does. I leave the seeds in most chiles when I want the extra heat, but I always seed anchos and guajillos because their seeds tend to be bitter. Remove the stems from chiles before using; even with long cooking, the stems never soften into anything that anyone would want to eat.


			To add an extra layer of roasted flavor, toast dried chiles in a heavy skillet over medium heat, turning once, until fragrant and, in some cases, slightly colored on both sides; this usually takes about 5 minutes.


			Chile flakes are good for adding straight-up heat to a dish. You can always add more or less than what is called for in the recipe, according to your preference. I use Aleppo pepper when I want both fiery heat and smokiness.


			There are dozens of dried chiles available and I’ve probably used most of them, but here are the ones you’d find if you looked in my kitchen spice cabinet right now:


			• The ancho is a dried ripe poblano. It is fruity, almost pruney, with a slight bitterness that makes it great in sauces as well as marinades. It is best when lightly toasted.


			• The chipotle is a smoked dried jalapeño with really nice complexity. I love to cut chipotles into thin strips and add them to stews and vegetables. Note that I only use dried chipotles; I never use canned chipotles in adobo.


			• The guajillo chile is fruity with mild to medium heat.


			• Kashmiri chiles can be hard to get in the United States, so if you ever see them, snatch some up. The Kashmir has a great color, and its flavor is of delicate heat with sweet notes.


			• The New Mexico chile possesses an earthy, sweet flavor with hints of acidity, weediness, and dried cherry. The heat is often described as crisp and clear. It’s a great chile to use if you want to add color to a dish.


			• The pasilla de Oaxaca is a smoky, raisiny chile from Mexico that has a great complex heat and a deep smokiness. It also has a slight flavor of bacon or ham that I like.


			• The peri peri chile, also called African bird chile, was introduced to India and Brazil by the Portuguese. It has a remarkable heat that seems strong at first and then dissipates, leaving only a lingering tingle and a nice flavor.


			Cinnamon


			A sweet, warm, aromatic spice, cinnamon is widely used in both sweet and savory cooking. It’s just as good with meat and vegetables as it is with fruits or in baked goods—it’s excellent in meat and game stews and curries. I never buy ground cinnamon because once ground, it loses its potency rapidly and tends to get a bit muddy tasting.


			Cloves


			Great with meat, this hot, sweet spice is widely used in stocks.


			Coriander


			Coriander is one of the spices I use most frequently, because of its versatility. Its citrusy notes work well with most proteins, and it works extremely well in marinades for grilled foods because it is soft and cooks quickly. For fresh coriander, see Cilantro.
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			Cumin


			Common in many Middle Eastern cuisines, earthy, musty cumin works well with seafood and vegetables. When cumin is toasted and added at the end of cooking, it gives a nice complexity to the finished dish.


			Fennel Seeds and Fennel Pollen


			Fennel is an amazing spice that adds a distinctive sweetness to foods from fresh salads to grilled meat and fish to pork stews. Lucknow fennel, also called sweet fennel, is my favorite type. The seeds are smaller and more aromatic than ordinary fennel seeds. Lucknow fennel is what is in the colored sweetened balls that are served in most Indian restaurants, usually set out in a self-serve dish by the door. Lucknow fennel works very well with seafood. Fennel pollen is more intense than the seeds; it’s a little like tasting regular or Lucknow fennel through an amplifier, so use it sparingly.


			
Garam Masala


			Garam masala, meaning “hot spices,” is a warm—and warming—spice blend that is usually added toward the end of preparing a dish to finish it. I do not like commercial garam masalas, as they have too many fillers, so I make my own in small quantities so that I will use it up fairly quickly. (I like to use Indian bay leaves for this. They come from the cassia tree, whose bark is dried to make cinnamon.) To make your own, individually toast (see here) the following ingredients:


			10 green cardamom pods


			4 black cardamom pods


			6 whole cloves


			Two 2-inch pieces cinnamon stick


			3 whole dried mace flower arils (see Nutmeg and Mace)


			3 star anise


			3 Indian (cassia) bay leaves


			When all the ingredients are cool, finely grind in a spice/coffee grinder. Store in an airtight container in a cool, dark place and use within 1 to 2 weeks. 


			Ginger, Dried


			Dried ginger is more potent than fresh (see here), which is desirable for some dishes and especially for baking. Rather than buying preground ginger, which loses its pungency quickly, I prefer to buy packaged pieces of dried ginger and grind it as I need it. It’s worth seeking out dried ginger (not the same thing as preserved or candied ginger) at Indian and Asian grocery stores; its flavor is superior and a little goes a long way.


			Mustard Seeds


			Mustard seeds are aromatic, slightly bitter, and hot. Whether to use yellow or brown mustard seeds depends on how they are being used. For ground spices, most times I use yellow. If using the seeds whole, I usually choose brown. I always use brown mustard seeds if I’m blooming them, because yellow mustard seeds get a very dirty color if cooked whole in oil.


			
Nutmeg and Mace


			Nutmeg is a wonderfully warm spice with notes of cinnamon and pepper. It is the seed of a tropical evergreen tree, and mace is the lacy red aril that grows around it. Mace’s flavor is similar to that of nutmeg, albeit a little sweeter and mellower and with a deeper color. These highly aromatic spices really lose their punch once ground, so it’s preferable to buy whole nutmeg and grate it on a fine grater as needed. Similarly, buy whole mace arils, or “flowers,” or broken-up arils, which are called “blades,” and grind them in a spice/coffee grinder as needed.


			Paprika


			Sweet paprika comes from dried mild red chiles and it’s one of the few ground spices I keep on hand. I like it for its subtle but distinctive flavor. I only use sweet paprika or smoked sweet paprika. I never use hot paprika, because when I want heat in a dish, I rely on fresh or dried chiles instead.


			Peppercorns


			No spice adds more to a dish than freshly ground black pepper, which is why pepper always gets its own line in the ingredients lists in my recipes. So integral is this spice to the success of a dish that you’ll never see a recipe from me that says “salt and pepper” on a single line. Black pepper is as important an ingredient as any other in a recipe. (Or in the world, for that matter; black pepper was one of the main reasons for the colonization of Southeast Asia.) Always grind black pepper fresh; so fleeting are its flavor and pungency that I don’t use pepper that has been ground even twenty-four hours in advance. I want to reemphasize this: The beauty of pepper lies in its aroma too, so please do not pregrind it.


			One of the reasons that peppercorns are called for in many of my recipes in the same way as other spices—i.e., “1 tablespoon black peppercorns, finely ground”—is so that no one is tempted to reach for preground pepper. In addition to grinding pepper into almost every dish I prepare, I sometimes add a spoonful of whole black peppercorns and then leave them in the cooked dish. It’s a trick I learned years ago from my wife, and I love the burst of heat (tempered by cooking) and flavor that biting into a peppercorn gives you. I only use black because I find white pepper (which is black peppercorns shorn of their outer layer) flat and one-dimensional.


			
Salt


			Generally I use fine sea salt for fish or seafood dishes and kosher salt everywhere else, including in desserts. In addition, many dishes profit enormously from a sprinkle of finishing salt just before serving, and by that I mean anything from a plate of sliced garden tomatoes to grilled steak. My favorites at home to sprinkle on many dishes to finish them are Hawaiian red salt, Maldon flaked sea salt, Amagansett salt, and Goan salt.


			Star Anise


			Star anise is a star-shaped pod with eight points, each of which contains a small seed. The whole spice, including pod and seeds, is used. The flavor is licorice-like and slightly bitter. Native to China, star anise comes from a small evergreen tree. It is used in Chinese five-spice powder and works well with poultry and pork. It is potent, though, so use a light hand; a little goes a long way.


			Turmeric


			Here is the secret to the ubiquitous yellow color of curries. That color is the reason turmeric is sometimes called poor man’s saffron in India. From a health perspective, turmeric has wonderful antibiotic and antibacterial properties. From a cooking perspective, it is lovely when used judiciously, but it can be overpowering; when you use it in excess, you risk making a dish very bitter.


			Warming and Cooling Spices


			As critical as spices are to building flavor in a dish, flavor is actually only part of why we use them. Many spices have powerful healing properties. Some can even help the body modulate its internal temperature. Warming spices help to warm the body and are typically used more liberally during the colder months. Cooling spices are good during hotter weather. Many of them make you perspire and so help to cool your body down. This is the reason countries in hotter climates generally have spicier foods. Whether a spice is warming or cooling generally, although not strictly, determines when and how I use them. Following are the warming and cooling spices.
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									Star anise


									


							


						

					


			 


				

					[image: ]

				


				

			 


			
More Flavor Builders


			A well-stocked spice cabinet is clearly crucial to building great flavor, but so are a few other important ingredients. Just adding a little of one of the ingredients below will enhance the complexity and tastiness of a dish.


			Anchovies and Fish Sauce


			These pungent, salty ingredients add what I call great “funk,” a deep umami flavor that makes dishes more interesting and delicious. Fish sauce in particular lends an almost indistinguishable flavor that causes people to ask, sometimes out loud, “Wait, what is that taste?” and follow that up with, “I don’t know what it is, but I love it.” So do I.


			Chiles, Fresh


			Fresh chiles bring heat and brightness to dishes. I consider seeding fresh chiles a matter of preference, rather than a necessary step. Most of the heat is contained in the seeds of chiles, and you can control how much or little heat to add by seeding them or not. For my part, I almost always leave the seeds in the chiles. I like to thinly slice chiles crosswise so that they become little rings of bursting heat and flavor. If you want less of either element, you can seed the chiles and/or mince them so that their heat is more evenly dispersed throughout the dish. Chiles become much spicier during the summer when it’s really hot, while chiles grown during cooler months are generally milder. The amount you use should therefore change as well: During the summer, use somewhat less than you would in, say, February.


			• Anaheim chiles can be used interchangeably with finger hots and serranos (see below). They have some heat and will usually be hotter during the summer.


			• Finger hots, or Calistans, as they are called in some places, are long, moderately hot chiles that I use when I want a little less heat and pungency.


			• The serrano is one of my favorite fresh chiles. When green, which is how I use it most often, it has nice grassy flavor and a good amount of heat. When fully ripe and red, it has more sweetness, but also a lot more heat, so use it judiciously. I never remove the seeds when cooking with green serranos at home, but I do seed them when using them in my restaurants, to accommodate many people’s low tolerance for heat.


			• Fresh Thai chiles give a ton of heat and should be used sparingly. If less heat is desired or if cooking for guests not used to spicy food, it’s better to use serranos or finger hots instead.


			
Cilantro, or Fresh Coriander


			Cilantro, the plant from which coriander seeds come, is probably the herb I use most often. I especially love the grassy, earthy flavor of cilantro stems. If they are thin and in good shape, I always use them along with the leaves. Cilantro is usually very sandy, so it’s important to thoroughly wash and dry it (see here).


			Citrus and Citrus Zest


			Limes, lemons, and oranges are probably the most common ways I add acid to a dish, one of the crucial layers of flavor in my cooking. I use a lot of citrus juice so a juicer is essential; my favorite is the electric juicer made by Breville. Always juice citrus just before you need the juice (it does not store well) and bring citrus fruits to room temperature first so that they give up their juice more easily.


			As for citrus zest, I don’t generally recommend using the very fine Micro-plane grater, as many cooks do. It is so sharp that it’s dangerously easy to get right down to the bitter white pith. Plus, I find that the strands end up so fine that they just disappear into the dish they’re destined for, meaning that both their texture and, to some extent, their flavor are lost. It’s important to feel and taste the zest in a dish, so I always remove it using a vegetable peeler or a citrus zester, which has five holes, to pull off long strips or threads of zest. Pull the peeler or zester from tip to stem to cut off long strips, making sure to avoid the bitter white pith. In some recipes, the zest is left in large pieces, which add great texture and bite to the finished dish. In recipes where grated zest might typically be called for, use a five-holed zester or a peeler to remove the zest, and then finely mince it.


			
Coconut Milk


			Because it’s wonderful in curries, delicious in rice, and an ingredient in one special cake (see recipe), it’s fair to say that I’ve gone through a good amount of coconut milk in my life. By far the best brand I’ve used is Chaokoh, so it’s all I ever recommend.


			Curry Leaves


			Despite their name, curry leaves are not present in all curries. But they have an unmistakable aroma and flavor that work very well with spicy foods.


			
Garlic


			Never buy prechopped or pureed garlic, or even already peeled garlic, even if it seems like a great shortcut. It’s not just that prechopped or pureed aromatic ingredients like these don’t taste as good as fresh, it’s that they usually add unpleasant aromas and flavors. I don’t know whether this is because of the preservatives necessary to keep their color attractive or because the ingredients aren’t as ripe or of good quality when they are processed, but I do know that fresh is so far superior that it’s well worth the few extra minutes to do the chopping yourself.


			When smashed garlic is called for, place the whole clove on a cutting board, lay the side of the blade of a chef’s knife against it, and hit the blade with your fist to crush the clove. Discard the papery skin.


			
Ginger, Fresh


			I love fresh ginger for its pungency and flavor and the bit of warmth that it adds. Sometimes I cut it crosswise into thin coins, which mellow during cooking and provide interesting texture as well as lovely taste to the finished dish. Another nice way to use ginger is to cut it into thin strips. This technique, known as julienne in professional kitchens, gives you very thin strips that add both visual and textural interest. When vegetables and aromatics are cut this way, they are delicate enough to not be overwhelming but not so small that they disappear entirely. To julienne ginger, very thinly slice a peeled knob lengthwise. Stack the slices on top of each other and then gently push the stack sideways to fan the slices so that they overlap one another slightly. Slice into thin strips, slicing with the grain if the knob was small and tender or against the grain if the knob was larger and more fibrous.


			As with garlic (see here), please don’t be tempted to buy pureed ginger. It gets bitter if it sits, so it’s always best to use fresh and puree or chop it yourself. Peel fresh ginger before using it.


			Horseradish


			I prefer to buy fresh horseradish—you can find it in the produce section of good markets year-round (not just during Passover)—and peel and grate it as I need it. Fresh horseradish has significantly more kick and flavor than the jarred prepared version (although an equal amount of the latter can be used in place of freshly grated if necessary). To store fresh horseradish, wrap it in dry paper towels and seal in a ziplock bag. It will keep in the crisper drawer for several weeks.


			
Kokum


			This sour fruit from the west coast of India adds a nice acidity to dishes. It is sold salted and dried. Kokum is milder than tamarind and imparts a deeper red color to dishes. It works especially well in sauces and vegetable dishes. Always use wet kokum, which is moist and has a nicer flavor and is easier to use than dry kokum. Be sure to remove any pits before using.


			Tamarind


			With a deep, fruity, acidic flavor, tamarind is essential in the Indian kitchen. The fibrous fruit is pressed into rectangular blocks that must be softened in warm water and then pressed through a sieve to remove all the seeds and fibers. It’s easiest to use when it’s been turned into a paste so that it can simply be spooned out; see recipe. Jarred tamarind paste and concentrate are less flavorful, less complex, and a waste of money.
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			My Favorite Tools


			As for any chef, my good knives are probably my most trusted partners in the kitchen, but that’s not all it takes to make great food (and telling you which knives I like won’t help you decide what knives you will like). Following are other key tools that most help me determine the way my food looks and tastes.


			Food Processor and Blender


			I use one or both of these indispensable tools very often, and while they’re generally interchangeable, there are a couple of important differences between them. The blender (I love the Breville) will make things smoother, but it often needs added liquid to keep the contents moving, which can throw off the balance of a recipe. The food processor may not give you perfectly smooth results, but it rarely requires extra liquid, so it preserves the balance of liquid.


			Mandoline


			Nothing beats a vegetable slicer for slicing vegetables very thinly and uniformly. My preference is a professional-quality stainless steel mandoline, even at home, but there are lots of less-expensive versions, including the popular plastic Japanese Benriner. This gadget consists of a rectangular surface with a blade positioned about halfway down. You slice food by running it up and down the surface across the blade. One of my favorite tricks is to wear two regular tight-fitting surgical gloves on whatever hand you use to slice—then you will almost never cut yourself while slicing. Or use a guard, if included, which protects your hands and allows you to simultaneously slice several smaller ingredients, like Brussels sprouts, radishes, or garlic cloves, at a time.


			
Pots and Pans


			A few particular types of pots and pans that I prefer are listed below, but they all have one thing in common: They are all double-core stainless steel pans. This means that the base (and sometimes the whole pan) consists of an inner layer of aluminum or copper that is sandwiched by stainless steel. These sorts of pans heat most evenly and retain heat best. Stainless steel doesn’t react with spices or acids, and the pans are really easy to clean (but never in the dishwasher!). My advice is to invest in a few nice pots and pans, and then you’ll be good for years. The pots and pans in our home kitchen are the ones Barkha and I bought at Macy’s when we got married more than twenty years ago, and they’re still in fantastic shape. I don’t usually use nonstick except for making omelets. If you do use nonstick, it’s definitely worth investing in All-Clad, which makes the best nonstick pans I’ve used.


			I recommend particular pots and pans for specific reasons. For instance, I like to use wide pans when simmering soups and making sauces. Tall or narrow pans don’t allow enough surface area for these to reduce properly. On the other hand, a tall stockpot is perfect when you don’t want the liquid to reduce too much—when you’re making stock, for instance. The most frequently used pans in my kitchen are a 12-inch chicken fryer and a rondeau, both of which have ovenproof lids. The fryer is a wide moderately shallow pan—kind of like a deep skillet—that I use for almost everything. It’s good for stir-fries, soups, and curries. In some instances, you can use a shallow Dutch oven instead. A rondeau is a wide heavy-bottomed pot with straight sides, great for braises and stews. I most often use a medium-sized one, bigger than a saucepan and smaller than a stockpot. A stew pot or deep Dutch oven is an acceptable alternative, and I rarely call for a rondeau in these recipes, because most people have those alternatives instead.


			My favorite pot of all is probably my pressure cooker. I think pressure cookers have gotten a bad reputation among today’s home cooks (not to mention more than a few professional chefs) because of antiquated stories about older models that exploded. Today there are excellent—and extremely safe and affordable—pressure cookers available. You can toast and bloom spices, cook aromatics, and sear meat directly in a pressure cooker, unlike in a slow cooker (where if you want to brown any ingredients, they must be done in a separate pan and then transferred to the slow cooker). A braise that takes up to 3 hours on the stovetop can be done in 25 minutes in a pressure cooker. That’s what I call an energy-saving device: finished in a fraction of the time and only one pot to clean! And all this efficiency comes without any sacrifice of flavor. Indeed, there are certain dishes (like the mung beans here) that I only prepare in the pressure cooker. It is also extremely handy for quickly preparing big batches of staples like beans and potatoes.


			For best results, keep a couple of things in mind when using a pressure cooker. First, don’t fill it past the “fill to” line. Usually that’s about halfway, but sometimes there’s a second, higher line that you can go to when cooking certain things. Read your cooker’s manual to learn what the lines mean; if you don’t have the manual, I advise just sticking to the no-more-than-halfway rule. Finally, when a recipe instructs you to let the pressure cooker cool, just turn off the heat and walk away for 15 to 20 minutes until the pressure has released naturally.
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“Floyd has always emboldened me to
explore new flavors; he’ll do the same for
you in this book, with delicious results.”

—DAN BARBER, chef and author of The Third Plate
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