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Foreword



MARIO BATALI


As soon as MUNCHIES started filming Chef’s Night Out, I started watching. I had a blast seeing fellow chefs like David Chang, Andrew Carmellini, and April Bloomfield enjoying a night of great eating and drinking out on the town. Then I started getting bitter. No one has ever asked me to be on an episode of Chef’s Night Out.


The show has a beautiful premise: you get to see not only what chefs actually like to eat late at night, at the end of a long shift, but also who they are. And just like everyone else after they’ve had eight or so drinks, chefs aren’t as carefully measured or cohesively attached to their brand as they otherwise are. They’re candid.


Sometimes what takes place on camera is silly and stupid, and sometimes it’s funny and insightful. For me, there has always been a grain of something fascinating in watching. Well, maybe not every minute of it, because drunk people are often idiots.


My children, much to the chagrin of my wife, joined fraternities. New fraternity brothers have to go through an experience we will call “hazing.” I call it “torture.” But the idea is that by facing a physical hardship together, you’ll grow closer because you have all collectively passed through this gauntlet of flames.


This mentality exists in restaurant-kitchen culture, too. There may not be actual hazing anymore (there was in the 1970s, ’80s, and ’90s), but there’s still the camaraderie among cooks born from spending a night together on the line. All day long, you prepare for what’s coming, and when it happens, you go through it together, whether or not you’re actually prepared. The sign of a functional professional kitchen is that no one has to yell: you’re all a collective unit, so everyone already knows what’s too brown or what’s not brown enough; what’s overcooked and what’s not cooked enough; what’s too much fat or acid or salt and what’s just right.


You are all bound by the desire to make sure that you’re achieving greatness as a team. There’s a lot of blood, sweat, emotion, and bonding that happens every day. You learn to trust someone, how to anticipate when they’re going to make a mistake, and how to help them recover or bury it. You also learn how to help them move forward. At the end of every day, that trust is what you release in steam by going out on the town together: you all have some beers, some shots, and you all take a collective breath. This is the beauty that Chef’s Night Out manages to capture.
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I can’t think of another job where you get to go to work every day, start with an empty chalkboard, attack each situation full-on, and at the end of the day, you leave it all on the line. You leave work knowing you won, you slayed, you kicked ass. There’s no “Oh, I should be thinking about those third quarter finance reports” at the end of the day. You’re fucking done. The eagle flies every night. Cooking allows us to have a moment of sincere satisfaction every day. When you nail that Skate Grenobloise, the sauce has emulsified just right, the skate was perfectly cooked right at the bone, and you know that someone’s going to eat it and say, “This is fucking perfect.” It doesn’t even matter if they don’t know your name. That’s the best thing about being a cook.


You’re always hungry two hours after you’ve gotten off the line, most likely after most restaurants have closed and there’s nothing in your refrigerator at home. That’s when your cooking is at its most primordial: you want simple dishes that say more about ingredients than technique. It might be soft-shell crab or ramp season, so you drop some in the fryer and then eat them with hot sauce. It might be a few slices of steak and a very perfectly dressed salad, because that salad is really what you’re craving. You might turn up the dial on seasoning, acidity, heat and chiles, or herby brightness, because that’s what you’re looking for after nine or ten beers or shots. At this point, what really makes you excited to eat is something that’s going to be explosive on your tongue. It’s never gonna be blanquette de veau at 3 a.m.


That’s the joy of late-night meals: You know it’s wrong, but it’s the time in your day when you crave this food the most. At 1 a.m., most cooks will look at each other and say, “Let’s get out of here and go to Chinatown or a greasy burger place.” We want to go where the beverages are at the right temperature—stinging cold—and we want to eat something that comes out of the kitchen fast, and satisfies the deep desire to fill our empty stomachs. For me, it might be pad thai or perhaps a stir-fry noodle.


In this cookbook, you’ll find recipes that are expressions of these moments, when some of the world’s best cooks channel their toil and liberation on a plate. You’ll find Anthony Bourdain’s côte de boeuf, April Bloomfield’s smashed chicken livers on toast, and Dominque Crenn’s grilled cheese. For me, the perfect latenight snack might be a pile of shellfish—half of it raw and half of it sautéed like they do at Casa Mono—tossed in a big bowl with a little garlic, olive oil, lemon juice, and parsley. It’s magic because everyone picks it up with their hands. Then again, I’ve never been on this show.




Introduction



EDITORS OF MUNCHIES


Chef’s Night Out started, as so many things do, with David Chang. Then just another profane chef on the rise, he agreed to let our cameras follow him and a few friends on one of his typical post-shift escapades. There was double-fried Korean chicken. There was beer dispensed from a tabletop keg that looked like a lava lamp. There were shots of soju. And there was real talk. The next day, a hungover Chang opened up about why he left his job at the stately Café Boulud to open a subversive ramen joint—he realized, he admitted, that he wasn’t nearly as skilled as the other cooks in Andrew Carmellini’s kitchen. In other words, the Momofuku empire started because David Chang was a sub-par cook.


On a whim, our quick-witted producers decided that it would be a good idea to force Chang to stumble back to his restaurant, Momofuku Ssäm Bar, to cook something. It wasn’t. At that point, he really shouldn’t have been that close to fire. As he struggled to compose his famous pork buns, the legendary chef José Andrés showed up and made fun of him.


It made for killer TV, even though it was on the web and even though the rambling 12-minute video broke just about every single cookingshow convention. Dave looked sloppy. The food he made looked sloppy. The night was poorly planned. Our producers had to cobble together a narrative on the fly. It was so much fun we thought we should do it again.


That was way back in 2009. The episode became the first in our video series, then called MUNCHIES. As it turns out, people like seeing chefs when they’re not necessarily at their best. Each one racked up hundreds of thousands of views, revealing a massive audience disaffected by the cornball state of most food television—the over-produced shows hosted by grinning actors hired to pretend to cook.


So we kept the episodes coming. Jon Shook and Vinny Dotolo of Animal in L.A. grilled meat with some friends, actors, and a then-little-known comedian named Aziz Ansari. Top Chef–champ Stephanie Izard convinced us that “Chick Chefs” rule and Chicago food is way more than just Alinea, salad dogs, and deep-dish pizza. Anthony Bourdain engorged himself with Presidente at The Distinguished Wakamba Cocktail Lounge before cooking up a bloody côte de bœuf. Since then, we’ve filmed more than 130 episodes, traveling the world to hang with incredible chefs, from Moscow, Tokyo, Copenhagen, Mexico City, and beyond—drinking and eating like there’s no tomorrow. The series so perfectly embodied VICE’s food coverage—uncontrived, provocative and personality-packed, meaningful and fun—that relatively early on, it shed its name, becoming Chef’s Night Out as we launched a full-blown food website called MUNCHIES.


The series continued to pull back the curtain on some of the chefs who had been elevated to celebrities, revealing them to be brash, dumb, smart, normal, fun. The response has been insane—more than 32 million views and counting. It has become as popular with insiders as it has with outsiders looking in. Among the young cooks and chefs who define the food culture of the moment, being on the show became a sign that you’d made it. Today, whenever we interview a chef, big-time or small-potatoes, for any reason, the conversation begins with the same question from them: “Can I be on Chef’s Night Out?”


In some ways, this book is about the crazy shit that happens when we ply our favorite chefs with booze, food, and questions, and then scour their hazy minds for late-night eats. But like the show, this cookbook offers more than just drunken tales. We quickly recognized that the show was a way to explore a vibrant culture. The drunken disquisitions and stripped-down food the chefs share with us almost always follow a few minutes of sober, if hungover, explanation of the food they cook for a living. We do this on purpose, highlighting one of the many contradictions that makes the contemporary restaurant world so fascinating—the sweating tattooed 27-yearold raging behind the swinging kitchen doors, the suits and gray temples seated in the wellappointed dining room, twirling pappardelle and nibbling rabbit saddle. Cooking has become glamorous, even though it’s really toil. Food has become trendy, even though nearly every aspect of making it is actually old. The people who cook for a living aren’t “The New Rock Stars.” And we love them despite that—no, because of that.


What still strikes us as remarkable is the food that the chefs cook at the end of the night. It’s tempting to think of it as “drunk food,” since it’s typically conjured while under the influence. But it’s something much more exciting. It’s what they make not when they’re feeding customers but when they’re feeding friends. Sure, it’s stuff they decide to make for latenight indulgence, but like the food that cooks make for family meal, it reflects the love and care and skill you’d expect from food meant to feed their restaurant family. Stripped of pomp and inspired by a particularly hungry moment, what they cook often says more about the chef than the food at their restaurants does.


We thought the recipes for those dishes deserved to be recorded, and cooked. And so the pages herein are our compilation of some of our favorite moments from this show. Some of the recipes in this book are dead-simple. Some take work that’s worth the effort. They all occupy that magical range between exciting and useful, aspirational and doable. They’ll serve you well whether you dispatch them alone and sozzled at the stove or feed them to friends gathered at a table during a reasonable dinner hour. As all recipes should be, they’re here to guide you, not to limit you. In other words, go nuts. You might choose to slip Chang’s pork belly into warm Wonder bread rather than Chinese buns or smear chicken liver pate rather than foie gras torchon on Maya Erickson’s Fernet-spiked gingerbread. You even start making mash-ups, family meal style, and swapping Jen Egg’s tongue chili in place of the taco beef on Christina Tosi’s sevenlayer dip, or vice versa.


The chapters of the book are divided into sections meant to reflect certain categories favored by the chefs and to trace a path through the most delicious night of your life, beginning with temptation and ending in resurrection. There are “Drinks” to get your night started; there are “Things with Tortillas,” because your descent begins with nachos, tacos, burritos, and sevenlayer dip. There is a section called “Hardcore” devoted to the point in the evening when you can’t remember how many cocktails you’ve had and you just want everyone to know how much you love them (pizzas, nachos, poutines, and more). And of course, there’s the “Morning After” for all the hangover dishes to aid the anguish that awaits.
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Make Your Own Fernet



NEW YORK, NEW YORK


Watch enough Chef’s Night Out episodes, and you’ll probably be struck by a few shocking things: chefs like tacos, chefs like pizza, and chefs drink a disturbing amount of fernet. If you’ve ever worked in restaurants, at least those where everything seems to be house-pickled or wood-roasted, you’ve probably ingested a good case’s worth of the hate-or-love-it liqueur, though how a spirit that clocks in somewhere between licorice and Listerine has achieved such status, no one really knows. We’ve heard that fernet, a variety in the amaro category of bitter Italian after-dinner drinks, gained popularity because it used to be the one bottle behind the bar you could reliably sneak swigs from without anyone noticing, because no paying customer ever ordered it. Not any more.


Now that the cool kids like it, you’d be forgiven for tasting it and wondering what is wrong with them all. That is, until the moment your opinion on fernet evolves. First, there’s outrage that someone said this was good. Then there’s the WTF curiosity about what’s in the acrid potion. Then there’s the acceptance that you paid $10 for the glass, so you might as well drink the rest. And finally, “Another fernet, please.” It helps that when ingested steadily through the night, fernet seems to safeguard the belly. Rumor even has it that in San Francisco during Prohibition, fernet was legal to imbibe, because it was considered medicine, not booze.


What’s in fernet varies by the brand—the most common being Fernet-Branca—and even though the actual combination of herbs and spices is a closely guarded secret, you can typically bet they include myrrh, rhubarb, chamomile, cardamom, aloe, and saffron. But we wanted our own version, so we invited Mission Chinese Food beverage director Sam Anderson to hang in our test kitchen and show us the way. His version is made using homemade bitters and is so good we thought we’d share the recipe with you. First, you make bitters, which it turns out is as simple as combining spices, herbs, and other aromatics, then giving them a three-week bath in flavorless high-proof alcohol. In glass mason jars sitting pretty on your counter, they look like little terrariums—hence the name. After that, you’ve got cocktail bitters for the next decade and/or the makings of your own fernet. Serve fernet on the rocks with a twist, or pretend you’re Erik Anderson (page 28) and take shots like there’s no tomorrow.






DIY Fernet



SAM ANDERSON


This recipe is inspired by the fresh herbs Sam picked from the MUNCHIES rooftop garden; feel free to swap in your favorite fresh herbs.














	MAKES ABOUT 3 QUARTS


	 







	

1 quart Terrarium Bitters (recipe follows)


4 cups demerara sugar


2 cups rhum agricole (aka really good rum)



	

Warm all the ingredients along with 1 quart of water in a large saucepan set over medium-high heat, stirring frequently, until the sugar is dissolved. Pour into mason jars, seal, and store in the fridge until, oh, the end of time. The longer you let this sit, the better it gets.


Serve chilled as shots or on the rocks with a lemon twist.












Terrarium Bitters














	MAKES ABOUT 1 QUART


	 







	

Zest strips from 3 oranges


Zest strips from 1 grapefruit


½ bunch fresh mint


½ bunch fresh pineapple sage or regular sage


1 stalk lemongrass, smashed with the back of a heavy pan


1 bunch (about ½ cup) fresh nasturtiums (stems, leaves, and flowers)


1 cup Sichuan peppercorns


¼ cup cardamom pods


2 tablespoons coriander seeds


1 orange, cut into wheels


1 bunch (about ½ cup) edible wildflowers (optional)


1 quart neutral grain spirit (aka flavorless 190-proof alcohol)



	

Combine everything but the booze in a 2-quart mason jar, then pour in the grain spirit. Seal the jar, shake well, and store for 3 weeks at room temperature.


After 3 weeks, strain the bitters first through cheesecloth and then again through a coffee filter. Pour into a clean 1-quart mason jar. The bitters will keep indefinitely at room temperature.
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FROM LEFT: Bitter Margarita (page 11), Midnight Sun, Cantaloupe Agua Fresca (page 10)






Midnight Sun



ANNE MAURSETH


As Esben Holmboe Bang of Maaemo (page 178) rampaged viking-like through Oslo, he stopped to partake from one of his favorite bartenders, Anne Maurseth. She kept him and his fellow marauders’ spirits high with this bracing, spicy tipple. In the share-and-share-alike fashion of bartender culture, she was tweaking a creation from roving barman Brian Miller, who worked at New York trailblazer Pegu Club and Death & Co and now goes about the world spreading joy and cocktails—or, in celeb bartender terms, “consulting.” She was the one who thought to incorporate the warming nip of cinnamon and the complex acidity of grapefruit, all in the service of showcasing a truly special spirit: Linie aquavit. It’s not just infused with an enigmatic blend of herbs and spices, and it’s not just aged in sherry casks. The spirit is shipped by boat to Australia and back, crossing the equator (or in Norwegian, linie) twice. The conditions of traveling the high seas may or may not make a difference, but this kind of lore is part of why we love boozing so much.














	SERVES 1


	 







	

1½ ounces aquavit, preferably Lysholm Linie


1 ounce freshly squeezed pink grapefruit juice


½ ounce Cinnamon Syrup (recipe follows)


¼ ounce freshly squeezed lime juice


1 green cardamom pod, crushed


Grapefruit peel, for garnish



	

Combine all the ingredients except the grapefruit peel in a cocktail shaker filled with ice and shake vigorously until your arms hurt, 10 to 20 seconds. Pour through a fine-mesh strainer into an ice-filled rocks glass and garnish with the grapefruit peel.












Cinnamon Syrup














	MAKES ABOUT 1 CUP


	 







	

1 cup granulated sugar


3 cinnamon sticks


½ vanilla bean, split lengthwise



	

Combine the sugar, cinnamon sticks, and 1 cup water in a small saucepan. Use a knife to scrape the seeds from the vanilla bean into the saucepan and add the pod halves, too. Set it over medium-high heat and cook, stirring, until the sugar dissolves. Let sit at room temperature for at least 2 hours, then strain the syrup into an airtight container. Store it in the refrigerator for up to 3 months.













Cantaloupe Agua Fresca



JESSICA KOSLOW


The folding sign outside of Sqirl says “Toast and Coffee.” As anyone who’s stood on the endless line of pretty people on North Virgil Avenue knows, this is a slight understatement. It’s like Tokyo’s Sukiyabashi Jiro sticking a placard on the door that says “Fish and Rice.” Even if you haven’t actually ingested L.A.-phenomenon Jessica Koslow’s thrilling healthy(ish) food, you’ve almost certainly vicariously experienced her cheffed-up brown rice bowls and unreal burnt brioche slathered with ricotta and housemade jam—#sqirl #lovinlife photos on Instagram are the latest in humblebrag technology. Don’t be fooled—her menu might be heavy on the vegetables, served in hashes, salads, and lacto-fermented pickles, but neither food nor chef is abstemious. Koslow’s after-hours meal took the form of a mini block party (and fundraiser, aw!). She teamed up with Mariscos Jalisco, a Boyle Heights institution-on-wheels, for shrimp tacos and tuna tostadas, and we left pining for her agua fresca—the magic Mexican beverage of fruit tricked out with sugar and lime. Tequila is optional but recommended.














	SERVES 1


	 







	

Tajín seasoning, for the rim (optional)


4 ounces Cantaloupe Juice (recipe follows), plus a little extra for the rim


1 ounce any good blanco tequila


½ ounce freshly squeezed lime juice


Cantaloupe balls, for garnish (optional)


Fresh mint, for garnish (optional)



	

Sprinkle plenty of Tajín on a plate. Dip the rim of a collins glass into some cantaloupe juice, then invert it onto the Tajín, pressing and turning the glass so Tajín sticks to the rim. Fill the glass with ice. Pour the cantaloupe juice, tequila, and lime juice into a cocktail shaker filled with ice. Shake vigorously, then strain into the prepared collins glass. If you want to get fancy, garnish with cantaloupe balls and mint.












Cantaloupe Juice














	MAKES ABOUT 6 CUPS


	 







	

1 (4¼-pound) cantaloupe, peeled, seeded, and roughly chopped


5½ ounces (⅔ cup)


granulated sugar Leaves from 1 bunch


fresh mint


Freshly squeezed lime juice, to taste



	

Put the chopped cantaloupe, sugar, and mint in a blender and puree until smooth. Add a splash of water to thin the puree to the consistency of juice, then add lime juice to taste. Strain through a fine-mesh strainer into a pitcher and use immediately or store covered in the fridge for up to 3 days.













Bitter Margarita



DANNY MINCH


We will never tire of new-fangled cocktails, the ever-increasing library of drinks with impish names and concocted from obscure liquors that require covert googling to ID. But ultimately, just about every cocktail is someone’s riff on another, and we appreciate when bartenders get straight to the point. That’s one reason we celebrate Danny Minch, the co-owner and barman at Walter Foods in Brooklyn. His take on the margarita is exactly what it sounds like—the classic guzzleable adult beverage made a wee bit cerebral with a splash of Campari subbed in for some of the Cointreau. The addition of the herbal, bitter Italian aperitif means you’ll probably sip more slowly and thoughtfully before you shake up another.














	SERVES 1


	 







	

2 ounces any good blanco tequila


¾ ounce freshly squeezed lime juice


½ ounce Cointreau


¼ ounce Campari


Lime wedge, for garnish



	

Combine the tequila, lime juice, Cointreau, and Campari in a cocktail shaker filled with ice. Shake until your arms hurt, 10 to 20 seconds, then strain into an ice-filled rocks glass. Garnish with the lime wedge.













How to Drink Vodka Like a Russian



ALEXEI ZIMIN



MOSCOW, RUSSIA


All the stories you hear about Russians and vodka are true. Take Alexei Zimin, the almost-dentist turned celebrity chef. The guy studied under French legend Raymond Blanc, owns the Moscow restaurant Ragout, writes cookbooks, hosts TV shows, and runs Eda, the Bon Appetit magazine of Russian, all while maintaining a camaraderie with the bottle. Indeed, when he took us around the frozen streets of Moscow, he mainly hewed to tradition, consuming herring, beets, mayonnaise, and a troubling amount of his country’s spirit of choice. It brought out the poet in him: He held up a bite of brown bread with herring and used it as a metaphor for the Russian condition: “It’s the story of one fish from a can of many fishes,” he said. “Left alone between two slices of hot bread. With a shot of strong alcohol, it makes you confront reality. This is the fish and also you.” It sounds especially profound when you’re a liter deep. Things got even hazier from there. When the camera stopped rolling, on the steps of the best cocktail bar in Moscow and while a pianist played Lennon’s “Imagine” inside, Alexei’s blotto friend coldcocked our field producer.


We learned so much from the illustrious chef that evening. What we will carry within us forever is the proper procedure for drinking like a Russian:


1   Order vodka by the bottle, not the shot.


2   Drink enough to encourage a certain freeness of spirit.


3   Chase each drink with a bite of pickle. Yes, the Russians basically invented the pickle back.


4   Find a comfortable stage, preferably somewhere dark and snowy.


5   Sing a melancholy song with feeling, preferably in Russian, though not necessarily on key.
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René Angélil



VANYA FILIPOVIC


Pity the fool who goes to Montreal and doesn’t have dinner at Joe Beef. Or that is, doesn’t at least try to nab a table at the Little Burgundy restaurant to gorge on the food equivalent of a bear hug from a portly Quebecois: heaps of horse tartare; cream-lavished, bacon-studded tangles of spaghetti topped with the sweet flesh of entire lobsters; and a disquieting riff on KFC’s Double Down (made with foie gras instead of chicken) that would’ve given Louis XVI pause. But it’s not just the food that makes the place so vital. It’s the organic exuberance of its chefs, David McMillan and Fréd Morin, and the place itself—the former crack den-turned-garden out back, the chalkboard menu on the wall scrawled with exciting French words, the occasional untranslatable dish (along the lines of “corn flake eel nuggets”!) and funky, old-world wines not even your geekiest friends have heard of. If you want a taste, either book a ticket or cuddle up with some smoked meats and a copy of their cookbook. Or shake up a René Angélil, the strong, bracing cocktail created by beverage director Vanya Filopovic and named by the roguish minds at Joe Beef for the late husband of fellow Quebecois superstar Céline Dion. It’s a great cocktail to fuel your evening out (or in), and emblematic of the Joe Beef experience: French Canadian culture celebrated, for better or worse, in full force.














	SERVES 1


	 







	

1 ounce bourbon


1 ounce Amara Amaro D’Arancia Rossa


2 dashes Angostura bitters


Freshly squeezed juice of half a lime


Grapefruit soda, such as San Pellegrino Pompelmo, for topping off


Lime wedge, for garnish



	

Combine the bourbon, amaro, bitters, and lime juice in an ice-filled mixing glass, then stir for a good 15 seconds. Strain into a rocks glass filled with ice and top off with a generous splash of grapefruit soda. Garnish with the lime wedge.












[image: Illustration]





[image: Illustration]






Cajun Coquito



ABIGAIL GULLO


The daiquiri is, and always was, a party drink. The original concoction of rum, lime, and sugar entertained profiteers on the Cuban beach from which the cocktail takes its name. The Hemingway daiquiri, which also contained maraschino liqueur and grapefruit juice, was drunk so eagerly by its namesake Ernest that we’d venture to say its spirit, though not its formula, might have inspired the New Orleans daiquiri, a category of blended frozen cocktail designed to get you wasted. Not that Louisiana residents needed any help getting lit. They still have drive-through daiquiri stands that dispense them in “go cups,” and it’s been only about a decade since you could actually drink it in moving vehicles, so long as you weren’t doing the driving.


So of course, when Nina Compton, chef of Compère Lapin, in New Orleans, started her night out, she and her crew did so with go cups of the good stuff in hand. Made by the restaurant’s star bartender, Abigail Gullo, this version follows the strict formula of the highly traditional Big Easy version: It’s good and sweet, and spiked with myriad liquors. But hers is carefully blended, the various spirits contributing just the right level of complexity to balance all that sugar. The coconut addition is inspired by the Puerto Rican coquito cocktail, and means the drink goes as well with Compton’s Caribbean-influenced cooking.














	SERVES 1


	 







	

4 ounces Coquito Mix (recipe follows)


1 ounce cane syrup (like Steen’s), maple syrup, or simple syrup


¾ ounce light rum, preferably Bacardi


¾ ounce spiced rum, preferably Old New Orleans


½ ounce coconut rum, preferably Rhum Clément Mahina Coco


½ ounce pimento dram, preferably Hamilton


½ ounce Licor 43



	

Combine all the ingredients in a blender, add 2 cups ice, and blend until smooth. Pour into large plastic cup and serve with a straw.












Coquito Mix














	MAKES JUST OVER 2 QUARTS


	 







	

1 pint half-and-half


1 (15-ounce) can sweetened coconut cream, preferably Coco Lopez


1 (14-ounce) can sweetened condensed milk


1 (13.5-ounce) can unsweetened coconut milk


1 (12-ounce) can evaporated milk



	

Combine all of the ingredients in a large bowl and stir well. Transfer to mason jars and refrigerate, covered, for up to 5 days.













How to Drink Mezcal



ENRIQUE OLVERA



MEXICO CITY, MEXICO


Let the record reflect that in the annals of Chef’s Night Out, mezcal was drunk at least as often as fernet. And that’s saying something. When some of the world’s greatest cooks were let loose, whether they had roots in mezcal’s homeland (like Enrique Olvera and Rosio Sánchez) or not (Esben Holmboe Bang in Oslo, Carlo Mirarchi in New York), they opted for the spirit often called “elixir of the gods.”


No longer synonymous with cheap tequila (indeed, quite the opposite) or known just for containing a grub in the bottom of the bottle (which is not just atypical but entirely beside the point), mezcal has officially become something even lay drinkers understand should be savored like fine whiskey, not choked down like Jagermeister. Or gulped like tequila, for that matter. According to Olvera, “Mezcal is like wine from Burgundy. It has many terroirs.” Mexico’s most famous chef (page 66) was talking about the joy of drinking a spirit that’s endlessly interesting.


While tequila is made with one type of agave (blue) and in a circumscribed region, mezcal can be made with any one of a hundred varieties, each bringing its own distinct qualities, and from many states in Mexico, which also contribute to the spirit’s character. And though he’s definitely no tequila hater, he admits that it’s become a mostly industrial product, with the vast majority produced by giant companies. Mezcal, on the other hand, is crafted in small villages by mezcaleros who learned the art from grandfathers and great-grandfathers. Mezcal is agnolotti made by a Piedmontese grandma; tequila is linguine made by Barilla.


The mezcaleros bake agave in pits lined with volcanic rock and made red hot by wood fire, then crush them to a pulp using a stone wheel. Olvera has gnawed on the cooked agave left behind after the grinding. “It’s incredibly complex, almost like a date mixed with pineapple and sugarcane.” Once the pulp is fermented and distilled in either copper or clay, it’s bottled and savored by those who know that while the spirit is made for revelry, every glass of it represents both craftsmanship and toil. It is artisanal AF. And since most of the agave varieties used for mezcal are still wild, and some take decades to mature, it’ll probably stay that way.


The same qualities that make mezcal such a thrill to sip also make it a bit intimidating to order. So we asked Olvera to guide us.


DRINK IT. This is Olvera’s deceptively simple wisdom, like when a yogi advises that you pay attention to your breathing. If you want to start ordering mezcal, then pull the trigger and get to know it.


INVESTIGATE DIFFERENT AGAVES. You should sample mezcales made from espadin, a common variety that’s typically cultivated, but make sure to try those crafted from wild agaves, too—Tepeztate! Barril! Tobala! Olvera’s fave is the innocuously named Mexicano, particularly when made and distilled by El Jolgorio—balanced and subtle without the polarizing qualities of bolder types. For the Scotch whisky heads, think more Talisker than Ardbeg.


ASK ABOUT ALCOHOL CONTENT. Not because you’re worried about your level of blotto. But as a general rule, Olvera has noticed that the higher the alcohol content, the more you can taste the agave. In the States, mezcal usually clocks in around 45% ABV. Look for those that creep up toward 50 to 60%. He’s had mezcal in Oaxaca that was 90% ABV. (You’re supposed to think, Whoa.)


LEARN THE PRODUCERS. He looks for a few in particular, and you should, too: Koch, Cinco Sentidos, El Farolito, and El Jolgorio (which is perhaps your best bet at fine liquor stores in the States). Whatever you do, don’t call them brands—after all, “Mezcal is not cologne.”


DON’T DRINK MEZCAL. KISS MEZCAL. We all know you shouldn’t shoot mezcal like it’s Cuervo at a bachelorette party. But like many a mezcal admirer, Olvera recommends an even more restrained method of imbibing. Don’t even quite sip the stuff—just let it wash over your lips. “That way you can really taste the agave. And also not get shit-faced.” Let the record reflect: we can’t always resist.
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Fried Shrimp and Bacon Grilled Cheese



ALISA REYNOLDS


When Alisa Reynolds was considering becoming a chef, she sought counsel from a friend’s father. “You’re too old, you’re black, and you’re a woman,” he said. “I wouldn’t do it.” Needless to say, she didn’t listen. Instead, she opened her own place, called My Two Cents, because while she might not be one for taking advice, she’s not shy with hers.


Reynolds calls what she’s going for “evolved nostalgia.” So, the shrimp and grits and stuffed pork chops still taste like the indulgences you remember, but she uses her culinary prowess to lighten them up. As it should, this thoughtfulness goes out the window when she gets turnt: back at her place, she makes fried shrimp grilled cheeses and lightens them up with crispy bacon. We’re giving you the recipe for one sandwich, but if you lack a sense of shame, know that the recipe quadruples nicely, as long as you use a large skillet and fry the shrimp in batches so you don’t crowd the oil.














	MAKES 1 SANDWICH


	 







	

4 strips bacon


¼ cup cornmeal


1 teaspoon Cajun seasoning


3 large eggs


Canola oil, for frying


8 large shrimp, peeled and deveined, tails removed


1 tablespoon butter, softened, plus extra for fun


2 slices bread or your favorite large sandwich roll


4 slices provolone cheese



	

Heat a 10-inch cast-iron skillet over medium heat, add the bacon strips, and cook, turning once, until they’re crisp, about 10 minutes. Transfer the bacon to paper towels, reserving the bacon fat for another use.


Position the oven rack in the center of the oven and preheat the broiler. In a medium bowl, mix the cornmeal with the Cajun seasoning. In a separate bowl, whisk the eggs. Set them both aside for the moment.


Wipe the skillet clean. Heat ½ inch of canola oil over medium-high until hot. One by one, dunk the shrimp into the beaten egg, add it to the cornmeal mixture to coat lightly, then transfer to a plate. Add the shrimp to the oil and cook until golden and crisp, 2 to 3 minutes, turning once. Transfer them to paper towels to drain.


Spread ½ tablespoon of butter on one side of each slice of bread or the top and bottom of the roll. Put the bread, buttered-side down, on a baking sheet or broiler tray, then add 2 slices of cheese to each piece. Broil until the cheese melts and the buttered sides are lightly golden, about 2 minutes, checking after 1 minute to avoid burning.


Remove from the oven and perch the golden shrimp and crispy bacon atop the melted cheese on one of the bread slices. Top with the other slice, cheese-side down.


Heat a grill pan over medium. Carefully add the sandwich and cook on both sides until golden brown and slightly charred, about 2 to 3 minutes per side. Serve immediately.
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