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			“What do you cook?”


			It’s a question I get all the time. There’s the short answer and there’s the long answer. The short one’s easy: I reach for labels like Farm to Table, Field to Fork, Soil to Mouth, Local-Global, New Asian, New Southern, New Anything. . . . I might show photos of my garden in full bloom, woven baskets of fruits and vegetables with a smattering of soil still clinging to the edges, or a handful of the heirloom seeds I’ve collected over the years. I offer a belabored speech about local farms and ingredients at the peak of freshness. It’s not insincere, but it sure is rehearsed. The simplest questions are the most difficult to answer, because lurking just behind those innocent words is a more complex response. This book is the long answer.


			What I Cook Is Who I Am


			My grandmother cooked every day. Her entire life. In our tiny windowless Brooklyn kitchen with just a few pots, mismatching lids, a plastic colander or two, and a fake Ginsu knife, she re-created all the Korean dishes she had learned before she immigrated to America. My grandmother never questioned her identity, culinary or otherwise. She was a Korean widow yearning for a homeland that had been destroyed before her eyes. Her daily rituals of cooking and Bible reading were her last links to an agrarian Korea that no longer existed, a place that had risen from its ashes into a megametropolis, a place that did not need her. Her food was indelibly linked to that identity. But this is true for most of us, isn’t it? Can you separate a Bolognese sauce from the Italian arm that stirs the simmering pot? 


			Funny thing about my grandmother, though—she refused to make “American food.” We always had peanut butter and jelly in the cupboard, but if I wanted a PB&J sandwich, I had to make it myself. I’m not sure whether she was offended by it or if she was quietly, in her own ­grandmotherly way, guiding me to forge a culinary identity of my own, reflective of the life I would lead as a Korean-American kid. Or I could be reading way too much into it. But it’s true that my identity (crisis) would soon enough manifest itself in my language (foulmouthed), my clothes (ripped jeans), my hair (long and messy), and, of course, my food, which started with the PB&J but then wove itself all the way to Kentucky. 


			The great thing about Americans is not the identity we’re born with but our reinvention of it. We start with one family and then, magically, we are allowed to reinvent ourselves into whoever we want to be. As a kid, I’d go to my friend Marcus’s house for a meal of Puerto Rican plantains over rice with ketchup and honey. The apartment was loud, the radio always on (we didn’t even own one), with people talking over each other. And for that night, I was a Puerto Rican son of a festive family where every meal was a party. Our downstairs neighbors were Jewish, and sometimes they’d watch me when my parents were both working nights. Their food smelled like a hospital, and so did their furniture and their antiseptic gray tabby. But they conveyed love through everything they did. They sat with me and warned me about life, talking to me about being honest and keeping out of trouble. They insisted I read books and learn to play the piano. They were parental and stern and warm all at the same time. It isn’t their overcooked string beans I remember most, but their words of nourishment. I felt as though if anything ever happened to my parents, they would have taken me in without a second thought. And, in an odd way, they kind of did. 


			Graffiti Was My First Cuisine 


			All the truants in my junior high were into graffiti, but most of us just scribbled in notebooks. None of us had dared to tag a wall yet. But there was this one mysterious kid, forever in the eighth grade, who was rumored to be a wall artist. He had a shadowy past and facial hair like someone ten years older than us. He smoked, he cursed, he cut school, and it was rumored that he lived alone. Eric (let’s call him that) was the coolest kid in a school full of derelicts. We became friends.


			There are a million reasons kids deface public property: rebellion, for notoriety, as a cry for attention, boredom. I wanted/needed an identity to call my own, and what was cooler at the time than dark hoodies, backpacks full of Krylons, late-night bombs of hopping fences and scaling exteriors? Mostly I was Eric’s lookout, his apprentice. He taught me technique—to use skinny caps for the outline and fat caps to fill in, and to spray without dripping—and he taught me to find my own style, and to write without getting caught. I became someone else overnight, with every stroke of the cold nozzle tracking the city walls. I was a lawbreaker; I was a legend in my own mind. I was anything but that bored Korean kid, good at math, terrible at basketball. 


			The irony of graffiti is that the permanence of spray paint and china markers lasts only until the next guy decides to write over you. Your tag may survive for a week or a night, or sometimes just a few hours, but inevitably, it is reduced to a memory under the fresh layer of someone else’s paint. And most street artists would agree that’s the way it should be. Graffiti’s never supposed to last. How many remember the art on the L train or a mural on 145th Street? The hardest things to hold on to in life are the ones that want to disappear. 


			So here I am, twenty years later, far from my Brooklyn childhood, at John Shields’s restaurant in Chilhowie, Virginia, with my sous-chef, silent and ruminative, having the meal of a lifetime and wanting it to last more than the few paltry hours I have. Pictures and tweets don’t do it justice. This night, too, will become a memory, soon to be painted over by another meal. 
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			I Seek Impermanence


			I moved to Louisville in 2003. I had to reinvent my identity, both culinary and personal, through the lens of tobacco and bourbon and sorghum and horse racing and country ham. The first time I tried buttermilk, I threw it out because I thought it was sour. It was a revelation to learn that you use it because it is sour. And that it tastes nothing like butter. Over time, Louisville, and, by extension, the American South, embraced me as an adopted son. I was not surprised by that. It was effortless. What I didn’t expect was how I would come full circle and rediscover myself as a child of Korean immigrants. That all the lovely and resourceful traditions of the Southern landscape would propel me back to the kitchen of my grandmother’s spicy, garlicky foods: Soft grits remind me of congee; jerky of cuttlefish; chowchow of kimchi. My Korean forefathers’ love of pickling is rivaled only by Southerners’ love of pickling. BBQ, with its intricate techniques of marinades and rubs, is the backbone of both cuisines. Buttermilk has become my miso, ubiquitous and endearing. It shows up in everything from dressings to marinades to desserts, but never in the foreground, always as a platform to let other ingredients shine. I found my culinary voice here in Louisville. I found a culture so different and yet not very different at all from the one in which I was raised. I learned to be comfortable in my own skin and to cook the food that flows naturally from my fingers. At the same time, I continue to be astonished by the flavors that surround me. There’s an endless history to uncover, and with each lesson I learn, I find myself becoming not only the chef I want to be but also the person I’ve always wanted to grow into.


			One day I was given a curious recipe by a guy here in Louisville who makes jerky for a living. It’s really less a recipe than a proclamation: Take stale cornbread, a shot of sorghum, and a glass of buttermilk, puree it in a blender, and drink it out of a mug. He called it, simply, breakfast. This is the kind of shit that reminds me of my grandmother’s attitude and her pride in a tradition that lived in her bones. She never had to explain herself. She was comfortable in her ways. Just like I found comfort in graffiti. 


			What attracted me to graffiti way back then is the same thing that draws me to the unapologetic land of Kentucky. It’s the act of distilling beauty from the imperfections that exist around us. Since we don’t have an ocean nearby, we make do with catfish. Since our summers are muggy and hot, we use the climate to age our barrels of bourbon. When our gardens are overrun with wild mint, we happily sit down for an afternoon julep. This is what I mean when I say graffiti was my first lesson in how to approach cuisine as an art. The graffiti movement happened because many small factors (subways, spray cans, hip-hop, etc.) all converged in a city that combusted, to create a subculture that mesmerized a generation. 


			Most art movements are a product of chance. Graffiti just happened to be everywhere I went as a kid. When I think about food now, I can’t help but approach it in the same way those great underground artists did to leave their marks. Instead of succumbing to the causality of time and place, they wrestled an improbable elegance out of all that twisted steel and concrete. I look around now and I see brash mixologists celebrating bourbon; I see country ham producers who are historians; I see chefs and farmers and glassblowers and carpenters and artists all converging to create something both distinct and memorable and, like graffiti, fleeting. 


			That a Brooklyn kid of Korean lineage can find his place in Louisville is a testament to the city, the time we live in, and cultural forces that are beyond our breadth of knowledge as we live through this moment. Something is happening in Louisville right now. Something is simmering wildly throughout the American South. Every time I look around, I see bold new expressions of Southern cuisine waving a proud flag. And this expression of food has captured people’s attention, because it is the story not only of Southern cuisine, but also of America’s identity. In my short time as a professional chef, I have seen the spotlight pass over every cuisine, from French to Italian to Japanese to Spanish, from nouvelle to comfort to molecular. However, what is happening now in the American South is not part of a trend: It is a culinary movement that is looking inward, not outward, for its inspiration. Every innovation that moves it forward also pulls along with it a memory of something in the past. As Faulkner famously said: “The past is never dead. It’s not even past.” 


			What’s happening in Southern cuisine is less about technique than about attitude. Take my friend’s breakfast, for example. It is tasty but ugly, gluttonous yet frugal, overindulgent but simple. Most of all, though, it is linear. It is history and narrative, full of all the irony and contra­dictions that make up any good yarn. Some call it tradition—but that’s too benign a word. 
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			I Add a Handful of Smoke and Pickles


			Everyone has a story and a recipe. We cherish them because they are our reinventions. Our recipes convey who we were, are, and want to be. And this is reflected in the food of the best cooks across America, in homes, restaurants, and backyards and at county fairs and tailgates. We are redefining the landscape of how we grow, harvest, name, and eat our very own sustenance. There is a rich diversity in our ­cuisine­—this thing that, for lack of a better term, we call American Cuisine—that is defined by our never-ending search for reinvention.


			My story is one of smoke and pickles. Some say umami is the fifth flavor, in addition to salty, sweet, sour, and bitter. I say smoke is the sixth. From the sizzling Korean grills of my childhood to the barbeque culture that permeates the South, I have always lived in an environment where food was wrapped in a comforting blanket of smokiness. My friends found it odd at first that I, a die-hard New Yorker, would move to the South. But for me, it was instinctual. Smoke is the intersection that connects my two worlds. It is found in many incarnations other than the obvious outdoor grill full of charcoal or hardwood. I can add smokiness to any dish by adding ­bourbon­—which picks up toasted notes from the inside of charred oak barrels—or bacon and smoked country hams, or molasses and sorghum, smoked spices, dark beers, tobacco, or meats blackened in a cast-iron skillet. And where there is smoke, there is always a pickle nearby. It’s a miraculous thing, the pickle. It’s nothing more than a ratio of salt, sugar, sometimes vinegar, and time. But with those few ingredients, you can create an endless array of preserved vegetables and fruits that are the backbone of so many cuisines. In the South, pickles and barbeque go hand in hand because nothing cuts the intensity of smokiness like a sharp pickle. Together they are harmonious, the perfect yin and yang. If I had my way, every dish would start with smoke and pickles—everything else is just a garnish. 


			Like the Korean-Brooklyn kid in me tugging on a Southern apron, I find connections where others might see contradictions. So these are my stories. Full of holes and inaccuracies, but connected through the recipes. Not like the ones you’ll find in the lace-and-antebellum traditional Southern cookbooks. My recipes are filled with smoky flavors and pickles, but they also reflect the people who raise my animals, shoot wild game with me, boil sorghum, pray and sing, and make moonshine. These folks eat and drink like there’s no tomorrow. And my recipes grow out of this fecundity. They belong here, in this unique place and time, nowhere else but now.


	

		Introduction: Rice Rémoulade
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			Let’s start with the foundation, the fundamental Zen of the Asian table—the bowl of rice that accompanied every meal of my childhood: steamy, chewy, sweet, and comforting. I know memories are supposed to start at age four or five, but I swear I can close my eyes and relive the comfort of those warm bundles of starchy goodness being coaxed into my toothless mouth. Never mind that every baby guide warns that feeding rice to an infant can choke him. Generations of my sinewy, scrappy family were 


			raised on kilos of sticky rice, and so it was with me. It was rice that would make me strong and smart and allow me to excel in math, science, and history. Rice would make my eyesight sharp, my teeth straight, my fingernails shiny. If I was good, I’d get spicy pork steaming over a bowl of fresh rice. If I was naughty, I’d be threatened with a dinner of cat food—oh, yes, that urban myth of how Asian immigrants, in their quest for thrifty nutrition, ate cat food over steamed rice with soy sauce! 


			It was drilled into my head that rice was nothing short of a miracle. Every day, our Zojirushi rice cooker steamed away in quiet obedience. During the holidays, my grandmother would throw red beans and chestnuts into the cooker, but other than that, it was always the same. Occasionally, when our trusted rice cooker was on the blink, my grandmother would make rice the traditional way, in a heavy pot, but she didn’t like this, because you had to stand over the stove and watch it. And the rice on the bottom would stick to the pot and go from crispy to burnt in the distracted blink of an eye. It was fallible. The rice cooker gave her exactly the same results every time: just follow the preset measurements, push the button, and come back 20 minutes later. The result was always perfect, always consistent. Rice cooked on the stovetop had layers: You’d get light, fluffy rice with a paper-thin skin on top and a crunchy layer on the bottom. (It was customary to eat the fluffy rice for dinner, then add hot barley tea to the pot and scrape up the crunchy bits for an after-dinner treat.) It was fickle, and the rice was different every time. It annoyed my grandmother, this process. It was as if it reminded her of a lifetime of poverty and chaos and war. She liked the modern convenience of the rice cooker. The consistency calmed her. 


			But she must have known the rice wasn’t as good. Those few times she was forced to make rice in a pot, I’d catch her picking away at the leftover browned bits. The crunch was irresistible. It’s the joy of imperfection. This stovetop rice of my childhood is the best recipe to introduce my cuisine. Two ingredients, half an hour, and attention to detail.
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			Despite my childhood immersion in all things rice, I knew there was more out there. I was twelve. I craved the things you could find in that faraway paradise called Manhattan. At newsstands, I’d peek into issues of Gourmet like they were Playboy, lusting after lamb roasts and tartes Tatin the same way I lusted after nude women in all their airbrushed glory. I’d whisper the recipes aloud. My head swam with thoughts of exotic ingredients like dried apricots and fresh fennel while I suffered through yet another bowl of rice and cabbage at home. It would take me the better part of twenty years and a move to the South to fully appreciate the complexity of all those humble rice bowls, but hey, I was twelve. I was raging hormones, angry and rebellious. I wanted to sink my teeth into venison and gulp cappuccino. I’d been hammering my parents with guilt about how my Jewish friends were getting these super-cool thirteenth-birthday parties called bar mitzvahs and all I had to look forward to was an afternoon of arcade games and a Carvel ice cream cake in the shape of a whale. Where was my Korean bar mitzvah? How would I become a respected physician if I didn’t know how to dine properly? No one would ever take me seriously. Not here in America, where dining out is not a chore but a sport. For my birthday present, my parents were sending me to baseball camp. I hated baseball. I wanted to be on the varsity squad of fine dining! I wanted to go to Sign of the Dove, the pantheon of fine dining back then. Begging would get me nowhere, but money was a more persuasive argument. A dinner at Sign of the Dove would be cheaper than baseball camp. With no risk of expensive injuries. That was that. I made the reservation and we took the L train to my first fancy-pants dinner.


			There are three things I remember about that dinner. The first one was my father drinking scotch and complaining about why it was taking so long. I explained that they did it on purpose so we could have intellectual conversations in between courses. I said it kind of angrily. He didn’t speak for the rest of the meal. The second thing was the matching place settings. I was enthralled. Every bread plate had the same pattern on it; the cutlery not only matched, but it was polished, heavy, and neatly aligned. It was, in my innocent estimation, perfection. I touched my cheek to the tablecloth. You see, in our house, every plate, glass, and fork was from a sale rack in some Brooklyn flea market. If a plate broke, you didn’t throw out the whole set, you just replaced it with something else about the same size and color. But the imperfection wasn’t merely out of necessity or frugality, it was a statement. Our furniture didn’t match; our clothes were always either too big or too small; and if the television was out of focus, we didn’t fix it—it was our duty to conform our eyes to the blurry images. I could make some sweeping generalization about Asian culture and the communal versus the individual, but then I’d probably just sound like an ass. Suffice it to say, I longed for something different.


			That evening, it came to me in the form of rémoulade. I don’t even remember what it was for, just that I’d never had anything like it before: creamy, crunchy, sweet, and sour. I lapped it up, thinking, “What in Buddha’s name is this tongue-coating goodness?” It reinforced that nagging suspicion I had that things were indeed better on the other side. We ate mayonnaise; white people ate rémoulade. What other luxuries was I missing? Things I didn’t even know existed that other people were taking for granted. I slept restlessly that night and almost every night thereafter for a long time. Somewhere in the folds of that little brain of mine, something clicked, and I knew I would spend the rest of my life chasing the seduction of food. I’d never seen a restaurant kitchen or handled a chef’s knife, but I knew I wanted to. I also knew that it would upset the universe my parents had laid out for me. It would make me different, and friends would be hard to come by. Life would become a struggle to find that magical intersection between rice and rémoulade, between the two disparate cultures that overlapped inside me, somewhere neither here nor there, at once flawed and yet desirable. A place like a kitchen. 
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			The recipes in this book are as much about stories as they are about flavors. As I grew up and learned the history of cooking in America, I realized that I was not unique in my discovery of cuisine through the lens of another culture. Evan Jones, author of American Food: The Gastronomic Story, described this as “the pattern of bringing from abroad new ways of cooking to be incorporated into an American style that has been evolving since the arrival of the first settlers.” So it is as natural for me to baste with fish sauce as it is to cook with Coca-Cola. Both worlds stand at arm’s reach. 


			Most of the chapters in this book start with a recipe (or two) that I call, simply, a rice bowl. There are infinite variations. Rice for me is a blank canvas; how you decide on the toppings says a lot about who you are. For me, a rice bowl is both literal and metaphorical, a natural way to express my cuisine. It represents a humble, everyday sort of meal, but I enliven it with modern techniques, global flavors, unusual pairings—basically the sum of everything I’ve learned and continue to learn. And it is not complete without some sort of a rémoulade on top. After you try a few of my creations, I know you’ll get inspired to come up with your own variations defined by your own journey. The chapters are organized so the lighter recipes appear first, followed by those with more complex, bigger flavors. Some of the dishes go best with wine, some with beer, and I give you suggestions where appropriate for both what to drink with the dish and what to serve it with. But feel free to do your own thing. I trust you.


			I can’t stand the word “fusion,” not only because it is dated, but also because it implies a kind of culinary racism, suggesting that foods from Eastern cultures are so radically different that they need to be artificially introduced or “fused” with Western cuisines to give them legitimacy. For as long as I have been cooking in restaurants, it has been common practice for the cooks and waiters to sit down at staff meal and flavor our suppers with curry, salsa verde, soy sauce, Tabasco, mayo, teriyaki, melted butter, and that dreaded plastic bottle of “rooster sauce” (i.e., Sriracha) that exists in every restaurant kitchen. I’ve always found it funny that we prefer to eat this way, but once the restaurant doors open, we revert to serving a cuisine hampered by traditions and limitations that never acknowledged the modern flavors being embraced by young chefs.


			If it is part of our vernacular, then it is part of our pantry. That’s a simple mantra that I’ve tried to follow in my cooking, both at home and at the restaurant. Why exclude anything? If I like pork rinds and I like raw tuna, well, I’ll be damned if they don’t find a way into a dish together. It isn’t forced. My culinary vernacular is broad, and it grows all the time. For now, I surround myself with the bounties of the South and reach back to my roots and to my experiences as a young chef in NYC. That is my story and these are my recipes. I hope you enjoy them.


			
Recipe for an Imperfect Bowl of Rice


			The goal when cooking rice this way is to achieve a thin layer of toasted crust in the bottom of the pot. The crispy layer in contrast with the fluffy layer of rice on top is a sumptuous combination. I use a 10-inch cast-iron skillet. You could seek out a stone rice crock like the ones they use in Korean restaurants, but the cast-iron pan works just fine. Make your favorite toppings while the rice is cooking. When the toppings are ready, divide the warm rice, crunchy bits and all, among rice bowls and serve. / Makes enough for 4 large rice bowls or 6 appetizer-sized ones


			2 cups Asian long-grain rice


			1 teaspoon salt


				1	Place the rice in a large bowl and fill the bowl with 4 cups cold water. Using your hands, stir the rice in circles until the water turns cloudy. Drain the rice in a strainer, then return to the bowl and add another 4 cups cold water. Allow the rice to soak for 30 minutes. 


				2	Drain the rice in the strainer again and shake to release the excess water. Transfer the rice to a 10-inch cast-iron skillet. Add 3 cups cold water and the salt and give it a nice stir. Bring the water to a simmer over medium-high heat. Turn the heat as low as you can, cover the skillet with a tight-fitting lid, and cook for 18 minutes. Turn off the heat and allow the rice to rest for 10 minutes, with the lid still on.


				3	Take the lid off the skillet, turn the heat on to medium, and cook the rice, without stirring, for 3 to 5 minutes, until the rice on the bottom of the pan turns amber and crisp. You can keep the rice warm in the skillet until you are ready to serve.


			
Master Recipe For Perfect Rémoulade
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			Don’t be dismayed by the long list of ingredients. All you have to do is throw them all into a bowl and mix them together. This is a master recipe, which means that once this base is done, you can flavor it any way you want. Have fun with it. Use it on everything from burgers to raw vegetables. If you can, make it a day in advance; the flavors will harmonize overnight. / Makes about 3 cups


			2 large eggs


			1¼ cups mayonnaise, preferably Duke’s or homemade


			⅓ cup finely chopped shallots


			½ cup chopped pickled okra (substitute chopped cornichons if you don’t have pickled okra)


			2 garlic cloves, grated (use a Microplane) or finely minced


			1 tablespoon prepared horseradish


			2 teaspoons fresh lemon juice


			2 teaspoons chopped fresh tarragon


			1 teaspoon chopped fresh flat-leaf parsley 


			1½ teaspoons grainy mustard


			1 teaspoon ketchup


			¾ teaspoon Worcestershire sauce


			¾ teaspoon sweet paprika


			¼ teaspoon cayenne pepper


			¾ teaspoon kosher salt


			½ teaspoon sugar


			½ teaspoon freshly ground black pepper 


			Grated zest of 1 orange


			Grated zest of 1 lemon


			3 dashes Tabasco sauce


				1	Put the eggs into a small pot of water and bring to a boil over medium heat. Boil for 4 minutes, then drain and immediately transfer to an ice bath to chill. Drain.


				2	Peel the soft-boiled eggs and add to a large bowl. Beat with a whisk; the yolks will still be runny. Don’t worry if it’s lumpy. Add all the remaining ingredients and mix well with a wooden spoon until the mixture is thick enough to coat the spoon but runny enough to pour out of the bowl. Transfer to a jar and chill in the refrigerator for at least 1 hour before serving. The rémoulade will keep in the refrigerator for up to 5 days.


	

			Lamb & Whistles
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			My relationship with food developed in three stages: (1) as a memory, (2) as a history, and (3) as an ingredient. Take lamb, for instance. The first memory I have of it is eating it with my sister. Growing up, we never ate lamb. It is not a staple in Korean cuisine, which is odd to me, because lamb goes so well with Korean condiments. It would never have occurred to me to try lamb if not for my sister. She was the adventurous one. 


			On weekends, she and I would take the subway from Rockaway Parkway to Penn Station and walk eight blocks to the Twenty-sixth Street garment factory our parents managed. You’d call it a sweatshop today, and it sounds horrible to say I spent my childhood weekends in a sweatshop, but it wasn’t so bad. I played on the garment racks and spools of plastic dress covers; I ran up and down the fire escapes; and for lunch, Mom would give us each $10 to buy our own meal. For a kid who’d subsisted on rice and cabbage all week, this was a serious treat. We’d come back with burgers or hot dogs, sometimes Chinese food, and Mom would steal a few bites when no one was looking. 


			My sister was a troublemaker. Every lunch, we’d inch closer to Penn Station, even though (or because?) we’d been told to stay away. This was the 1980s, when Penn Station was rife with drug addicts, swindlers, and criminals of all shades. Every other shop sold porn, and the drunks were already well on their way. It was the weekend, after all. One Saturday, to my mom’s horror, we came back with two lamb gyros from the Greek diner. That was bad because (1) Mom knew we’d gone to Penn Station, and (2) she hated lamb. She scolded us and made us promise we’d never go back. She told us lamb was dangerous. She told us it was dirty. But it was too late: I was already hooked. Every weekend became a mission dedicated to finding how to sneak a gyro for lunch without Mom knowing. It’s touching now to think back on the way my sister would pull me through a crowd of con artists, drunks, and hookers for our gyro fix. Taped to the greasy tile wall of the diner was a frayed poster of a pretty blond girl eating a Kronos gyro. It was the first thing we’d see as we stepped into the vestibule. My sister would fight her way to a seat at the counter and order us one gyro, extra meat, extra yogurt sauce, extra hot sauce. We’d split it in half and eat it while looking out over a sea of yellow cabs. Then we’d come back to the sweatshop with slices of pizza we had no appetite for. That was her idea. My sister was the brilliant one.


			That is, until she got greedy. Of all the scoundrels populating Penn Station, the dirtiest of all was the three-card monte dealer. Three cards: two black suits and one red suit; a cardboard box for a table; a couple of shills—and you’re in business. “Follow the red, not the black.” It was wrong, but if we won, we would double our money, not have to split the gyro, and still have leftover cash for a rainy day. “Follow the red, not the black.” My sister stood there clenching both bills, watching the dealer’s hands as the shills were winning $40, $60 hands. “Follow the red, not the black.” How could anyone lose? All one had to do was point to the red card, wait for the dealer to turn it over, and get paid. He wasn’t even shuffling very fast. It was easy, too easy. The red card was in the center. It had to be—I’d just followed it with my own eyes. I turned to my sister and pointed. And I saw my lunch money go down on the box, and the ten of spades looking up at the sun. We heard a loud, piercing whistle and, just like that, we were alone on the street corner, stunned, broke, and hungry. From where we stood, we could see the Greek diner. And all the tears in the world wouldn’t buy us lunch. We made up a story about dropping our lunch because a car almost hit us. My sister’s idea again. Then we sat on a box of cheap dresses and quietly ate bowls of rice and cabbage.


			I didn’t eat lamb for a long time after that. The next time was in France. I was a cook by then, spending a summer in France traveling through the countryside on my way to Annecy so I could dine at Marc Veyrat’s three-star Michelin restaurant. I got a gig at Tante Alice, a quaint little bistro in Lyon where Pierre Gagnaire had gotten his start as a very young chef. There was a picture of him on the wall behind the bar; I can’t say if it was really him or not, but I liked the story. The food was fine but uninspired. The chef was more interested in practicing his English with me than in cooking. After two weeks, sensing my boredom, he sent me to a large brasserie where they rolled out hundreds of covers at both lunch and dinner. At a place like that, you learned to get a quenelle right the first time, every time. The cooks there weren’t too fond of me. They said I was just there to learn a few tricks and go back to the States to whore out their recipes for money. They used prostitution as a metaphor for everything. I wasn’t getting paid for my work, but every few days, the chef there would give me a little scratch money for beers. I’d save the cash and steal a few swigs of warm pastis from the pantry instead. 


			The Sunday after I started there was my first day to explore the city of Lyon. It was the gastronomic heart of France, the home of Bocuse, with the best farmers’ markets in the country. I’d made a list of everywhere I wanted to visit. It was my only chance to see the city, because in a few days I had to move on to Marseilles, to a seafood restaurant. I was to work in Marseilles for a week before heading to Provence and then to my final destination of Annecy. I showed the cooks my itinerary for Sunday and they cheered me on—better than spending money on a whore, they said. Saturday night, I went to bed like it was Christmas fucking Eve. 


			If you know anything about Lyon, then you know that everything shuts down on Sunday: all the markets, bakeries, wine shops, and any restaurant worth eating at. I walked for hours with my itinerary slowly turning into a crinkled ball in my clenched fist. This was the cooks’ idea of a good joke. Finally I wandered into a busy-­looking neighborhood of North African immigrants. I waited in line for thirty minutes at the tabac just to smoke some cigarettes—I was that pissed. By the time I found a place to eat, I didn’t care that it was a Moroccan joint run by Algerians. I just sat and ate. I ate braewats and bisteeya and a lamb broth that was so good I nearly fell out of my chair. I smoked and drank tea and listened to cryptic arguments in a language so foreign it sounded like dust. I went home briefly and came back in a few hours for dinner. I ate a lamb tagine and more braewats and something that resembled baklava but was much sweeter. It was one of the best meals I had in France. Maybe ’cause I was so hungry. Maybe ’cause it just was. It was lamb in the context of North African history; it was lamb the way they must have eaten it for generations. It was their story; I just got to eavesdrop. 


			The next day, the cooks at the brasserie asked me jokingly how my day off was. I told them to fuck off, and I left a day early for Marseilles so I wouldn’t have to say good-bye. I made it to Provence and all the way to Annecy and cooked at Le Belvédère for a week before going to Veyrat’s L’Auberge. I treated myself to a long dinner and enjoyed it, but in the way you enjoy something because you know it is costing you so much money. There was lamb on the menu, but I didn’t order it. I got the squab instead. 


			After that, I cooked a lot of lamb, but most of it was mimicry, be it a tagine or a navarin. It only became an ingredient for me after I spent a day with Craig Rogers on his farm in Patrick Springs, Virginia. The flavor of Craig’s lamb is unlike anything I’d ever thought of as gamey. Even my mom likes it. It does not need to be boiled for days in perfumed spices. It is a pristine ingredient, and by that I mean a gift. When I first tasted Craig’s lamb, it was so mild and creamy and herbaceous that I started to imagine all the different flavors it could play with. It became so much more than ground meat mixed with dried spices and cooked on a rotisserie. It compelled me. And that is how I learned to cook lamb, the long way. It makes me a late bloomer, I know, but sometimes that’s just how we have to learn. 


			Craig doesn’t rush himself either. He talks too much and that slows him down, but I like that about him. He gave me a demonstration of how to make sharp whistle calls and I watched his border collies react with military precision. It’s their primal instinct to control the flock, and the sheep are happy to oblige. How old is this relationship between dogs and sheep? Almost as old as domestication itself, as old as the first time man settled on a grassy knoll, as old as the first whistle call, as the first swindle. It’s funny to think this whole agriculture thing may have started with nothing more than an accidental whistle. Whistles, dogs, sheep, farms, food. Most likely that’s not exactly how it went, but it’s still nice to think about. 


			I made all the recipes in this chapter with Craig’s lamb. That’s important, because unlike some of those earlier lamb preparations that were masked in heavy doses of spices, these are unadorned and simple. We’re lucky to have a lot of great lamb producers in the United States now. Try to buy lamb at a farmers’ market near you; you want lamb that has grazed on grass, that is hormone free, and that has been raised humanely, not penned. The meat will be slightly paler than commercial lamb, and it should be lean and smell clean. 


			Good cooking is always simple—not always convenient, but always simple. That’s a mantra I’ve followed over the years. Oh, and the other one is this: Never trade your lunch money for a sleight of hand.


			Rice Bowl with Lamb and Aromatic Tomato-Yogurt Gravy


			There is no limit to what a good rice bowl can be. I think this recipe proves that. The meatloaf closely resembles the meat in an NYC-style Greek gyro, the kind that I loved so much as a kid. However, this is a more elegant version, infused with lots of fresh herbs. Don’t even bother with dried herbs. I make the lamb in a loaf pan just like you would a traditional meatloaf but then go the extra step of slicing and panfrying it to give it a crispy texture. / Feeds 4 as a main course or 6 as an appetizer


			1 pound ground lamb (85% lean)


			1 teaspoon chopped fresh oregano 


			1 teaspoon chopped fresh marjoram 


			1 teaspoon chopped fresh rosemary 


			1½ teaspoons salt


			½ teaspoon freshly ground black pepper


			½ teaspoon pimentón


			½ cup chopped onion


			1 garlic clove, chopped


			Tomato-Yogurt Gravy


			1 teaspoon olive oil


			1 onion, finely chopped 


			½ teaspoon cumin seeds


			4 plum tomatoes, chopped


			½ cup dry white wine


			1 tablespoon tomato paste


			½ teaspoon grated fresh ginger (use a Microplane)


			1 garlic clove, minced 


			2 bay leaves


			2 tablespoons plain yogurt


			1 tablespoon unsalted butter, softened


			½ teaspoon sea salt 


			¼ teaspoon freshly ground black pepper


			Corn oil for panfrying


			4 cups cooked rice (see page 4)


			Greens from 1 bunch scallions, finely chopped


				1	In a medium bowl, combine the lamb, herbs, salt, pepper, and pimentón. 


				2	Puree the onion and garlic in a food processor. Pour this mixture into a strainer and press out as much of the excess liquid as possible. Knead the onion and garlic mixture into the ground lamb. Chill in the refrigerator for 40 minutes. 


				3	Preheat the oven to 300°F.


				4	Transfer the lamb mixture to a food processor and pulse for 1 minute, or until the mixture is smooth and dense. If you need to pulse for longer than 1 minute, add an ice cube to the food processor so the mixture stays cold. Transfer the mixture to an 8-by-4-inch loaf pan and shape into a loaf with a slightly domed top.


				5	Bake the meatloaf for 35 minutes, then turn up the oven to 325°F. Bake for another 10 minutes. Check the internal temperature of the loaf by inserting an instant-read thermometer into the center: It should read between 150 and 160°F. If it doesn’t, return the loaf to the oven and check the temperature every 5 minutes.


				6	Invert the meatloaf onto a plate, turn right side up, and let cool to room temperature. 


				7	To make the tomato-yogurt gravy: Heat the olive oil in a medium skillet over medium heat. Add the onions and cumin seeds and sauté for 4 to 5 minutes, until the onions are soft. Add the tomatoes, white wine, tomato paste, ginger, garlic, and bay leaves, bring to a simmer, and cook for 20 minutes. Turn off the heat and let the sauce cool for 5 minutes. 


				8	Add the yogurt, butter, salt, and pepper to the gravy and whisk thoroughly. Remove the bay leaves and keep the gravy warm until ready to serve.


				9	Cut the meatloaf into thin slices. Heat a large skillet over high heat and add ¼ inch of corn oil. Working in batches, add the meatloaf slices and panfry until crispy on the first side, about 4 minutes. Flip and cook for 1 minute longer on the other side. Transfer to paper towels to drain.


				10	To serve, scoop the rice into your rice bowls. Place slices of fried meatloaf over the rice. Spoon the gravy over the meat and top with scallion greens. Serve immediately, with spoons—it is best to mix everything together before ­enjoying­.
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				If you want a classic NYC-style gyro, after frying the meatloaf slices, pile them onto warm pita bread with a bit of cucumber-yogurt sauce, chopped fresh tomatoes, sliced onions, and a liberal sprinkle of hot sauce, and roll it tightly in aluminum foil to catch all the juices. 


			


			Orange Lamb-Liver Pâté with Braised Mustard Seeds
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			It’s a shame we think of pâté as being made only with chicken or duck livers. Lamb’s livers are packed with flavor and nutrients. The orange zest in this recipe gives the pâté a delicate perfume. Don’t overcook the livers, and always take the extra step of pushing the pâté mixture through a tamis or a fine sieve. The added effort makes the difference between a pâté that’s gritty and one with a creamy, velvety texture. / Feeds 6 as an appetizer


			Braised Mustard Seeds


			⅓ cup yellow mustard seeds


			⅓ cup brown mustard seeds


			½ cup water


			½ cup dry white wine


			2 tablespoons apple cider vinegar


			2 tablespoons sugar


			2 tablespoons honey


			2 teaspoons Dijon mustard


			1 teaspoon sea salt


			Pâté


			12 ounces lamb’s liver


			2 tablespoons unsalted butter, plus 2 tablespoons softened unsalted butter


			1 cup chopped onions


			1 garlic clove, minced


			1 tablespoon bourbon


			1 teaspoon sherry vinegar


			2 teaspoons grated orange zest


			½ cup heavy cream


			2 teaspoons Dijon mustard


			2 teaspoons kosher salt


			¼ teaspoon freshly ground black pepper


			Warm toasted bread for serving 


			Pickled Chai Grapes (page 178)


				1	To make the braised mustard seeds: Combine all the ingredients in a small saucepan and bring to a boil over medium heat. Lower the heat and simmer for 18 minutes. Transfer to a glass jar, let cool, and refrigerate overnight.


				2	The next day, make the pâté: Soak the lamb’s liver in a bowl of ice water for at least 1 hour and up to 2 hours. 


				3	Drain the liver, rinse, and pat dry on paper towels. Cut the liver into 1-inch cubes. 


				4	Heat a 12-inch skillet over high heat. Add the 2 tablespoons unsalted butter and heat until foamy. Add the onions and garlic and sauté for 2 minutes. Add the lamb’s liver and cook for 2 minutes, until lightly browned. Turn the heat to low and add the bourbon and sherry vinegar. Cook until most of the liquid has cooked off, 2 to 3 minutes.


				5	Transfer the lamb mixture to a blender. Add the softened butter, grated orange zest, heavy cream, Dijon mustard, salt, and pepper and blend on high for 2 minutes, or until smooth. It should look like a thick milkshake.


				6	Gradually pour the contents of the blender through a fine-mesh sieve set over a bowl, pushing on the solids with the back of a spoon; discard the solids.


				7	Pour the pâté mixture into six 3-ounce ramekins or small coffee cups. Refrigerate for at least 3 hours before serving. (The pâté can be made up to a day ahead.)


				8	To serve, top the pâtés with the braised mustard seeds. Serve with warm toasted bread and the pickled grapes.


			Darkly Braised Lamb Shoulder
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			Braising lamb coaxes out deep, hidden notes that yearn for dark flavors like chocolate and sorghum. Using a Dutch oven makes all the difference in a recipe like this, but you can use any heavy pot with a tight-fitting lid. Your lamb shoulder may still have the first three ribs attached to it. The extra bones will add flavor to your broth; you can pull them out before you serve the lamb. Serve this with Soft Grits (page 213) and Red Cabbage–Bacon Kimchi (page 166). / Feeds 6 as a main course


			¼ cup kosher salt


			2 tablespoons freshly ground black pepper


			1 lamb shoulder roast (3 pounds; see note)


			2 tablespoons canola oil


			1 cup chopped onions


			1 cup chopped carrots


			1 cup chopped celery


			3 garlic cloves, minced


			1 cup chopped button mushrooms


			1 jalapeño pepper, chopped (seeds and all)


			½ cup bourbon


			¼ cup ketchup


			1 tablespoon soy sauce


			1 tablespoon balsamic vinegar


			3 tablespoons sorghum


			¼ cup black bean paste (see note)


			1½ ounces bittersweet chocolate, chopped 


			6 cups chicken stock, or as needed


			Cooked grits or rice for serving


				1	Make a rub by mixing the salt and pepper together in a small bowl. Rub this all over the lamb shoulder and let sit at room temperature for about 30 minutes.


				2	Heat the canola oil in a large Dutch oven over medium-high heat. Once the oil is hot, add the lamb shoulder and brown on all sides, about 3 minutes on each side.


				3	Add all the vegetables to the pot, tucking them around the meat so they will brown a little. After about 3 minutes, add the bourbon, ketchup, soy sauce, balsamic vinegar, sorghum, black bean paste, chocolate, and stock. The liquid should completely cover the lamb; if it doesn’t, add more stock or water to the pot. Bring this to a simmer over medium-high heat. Skim any foam that rises to the top. Lower the heat, put the lid on the pot, and simmer gently for 2½ hours.


				4	Take the lid off the pot and cook for an additional 30 minutes. Check for doneness: Does the lamb feel as if it will easily pull off the bone but is not so tender that it will turn to shreds when you try to lift it out of the pan? Good, it is done. Turn off the heat and let the lamb rest for about 15 minutes. (If you want, at this point you can cool and refrigerate this to reheat and serve at a later time; it will actually be better the next day.) 


				5	Transfer the lamb to a cutting board. Slice the meat against the grain or pull it off the bone in large chunks. Serve it over grits or rice in warm bowls. Ladle the braising liquid with the vegetables over the meat and serve immediately. 
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				If you can’t find lamb shoulder, a 3-pound boneless leg of lamb roast will work fine too. You can also use a boneless roast cut into chunks.


				Black bean paste is a Chinese condiment made from fermented black or, sometimes, mung beans. It has a salty, tangy, slightly sweet taste. It is too strong to eat right out of the jar, but it does wonders to soups and stews when you want to add a deep umami flavor. You can find black bean paste in the Asian aisle of most grocery stores.
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