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I’ve spent most of my time in kitchens looking down. That is not the way to learn. Look up and find knowledge, strength, and inspiration in the people working around you. Everyone has a story to tell and something to teach. –Christine Carroll
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FOREWORD


The theme of this book is one that has occupied my mind the most in these last months. Staff meals seem to offer a different view of the professional kitchen. A way to go behind the scenes only to discover that the old adage is true: “To cook well, one must eat well.” So when I visit restaurants, I am always wondering what dishes are being made for the kitchen and dining room staff? What menus are planned? For after all, how can people who serve food to others not eat fantastically?


A good family meal is important to me. I believe that to feed the staff of a restaurant is a valiant challenge. You have to carefully organize the daily logistics balancing the preparation time, the price per person, as well as the variety and quality of the food itself—two factors which hold as much importance as the others. In fact, the biggest disagreements that we had over the years at elBulli were about the family meal. So I took it upon myself to look for solutions. When we started to approach the staff meal in a more organized fashion—designing three-course menus in advance and shopping for specific ingredients for each meal—the food got better and better and people started leaving the table much happier. A good daily staff meal eliminated most of our problems . . . and it only cost three euros per person.


At elBulli we had such fun making our staff meals. We served simple things—roasted aubergine coated in miso, mussels with noodles, and Crema Catalana [the Spanish version of crème brûlée]—but always the best in terms of flavor as well as price. I am so passionate about this subject that I have dedicated a book to explain what we ate at elBulli each day. And now, from the hands of Jody and Christine, we are given the opportunity to enjoy staff meals around the globe. It is a passionate view on a subject that is still little known. Often, you’ll find what is served to the staff does not necessarily correlate with the cuisine of the establishment. But I insist, where the cooks eat well, you will eat better.


FERRAN ADRIÀ


Director of the elBulli Foundation and author of The Family Meal
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INTRODUCTION


Even if you’ve never worked in a restaurant, you’ve probably seen a staff meal unfold. Perhaps you lingered over a late Saturday lunch, and noticed the hostess flipping the door’s “closed” sign while cooks and servers slowly filled a corner table, their plates piled with braised hunks of meat or a fragrant curry—things you could have sworn weren’t on the menu. You were right: they weren’t. They are made for the staff only. In about an hour, the crush of their busy dinner service will begin. But right now? Now it’s time for a breather: a few minutes off their feet to join the communal table’s constellation, its lines connecting colleagues to good food and back again. It’s a rare moment to laugh, to hydrate, to relax, and to eat—mightily—before the battle of service begins. It is the calm before the storm.


At its most elemental, a staff meal is the food a restaurant serves to its employees, from chefs to dishwashers, cooks to bussers, waiters, sommeliers, hosts, and managers—anyone whose steps perform the intricate choreography that gets food to your table. A longstanding custom in France as well as in Japan, staff meals are gaining popularity as an insider perk for restaurant workers around the globe. The finest examples are meals made daily by passionate cooks using great (though often leftover) ingredients shared by everyone, free of charge, around one big table. At their most poetic, these meals highlight the raw beauty of people from all walks of life breaking bread together. In stark contrast, the not-so-great meals are chosen from an uninspired menu of bland, poorly executed, pre-processed options that are eaten in a hurry, or standing, or both. At worst, it is simply not served at all.


During stints in various restaurants over the years, we’ve sat down to our share of staff meals, some good, some not. We believe that a great staff meal is a perquisite of the highest order and is in fact, vital to a restaurant’s success. With that in mind—and inspired by David Waltuck’s cookbook Staff Meals from Chanterelle—this book began as a sort of edible thesis: to uncover and document the breadth and depth of the best staff-meal traditions in the restaurant industry. We started more than two years ago prodding our contacts in the restaurant business, then prodding our contacts’ contacts, beseeching them all to share their best staff-meal stories. People spoke up! We tracked down countless leads across continents. In the final tally, we settled on twenty-five world-class restaurants in six countries across North America and Europe.


But honing our list of participating restaurants was only the start of our education in staff-meal schools of thought. As we spoke with chefs and owners and ate with their staff, we uncovered the common denominators in staff meal practices, but also some unexpected outliers. For starters, the meal can go by many names: such as “staff meal,” “staff supper,” and “family meal.” But we also stumbled across more unusual variations during our travels, such as Morimoto’s traditional Japanese term “makani,” and The Slanted Door’s tongue-in-cheek interpretation, “rice and bones.” Although, in places where it was consistently made with care and affection, it is simply called “family.”


Why “family”? For one thing, the dishes are usually served family-style, piled high onto mismatched platters or served straight from the beat-up roasting pan it was made in. More often than not, it’s set out buffet-style to feed the staff quickly and casually—although several restaurants do take the time to set the table properly. And, just like at home, a family meal strives to be delicious and, for the most part, nutritious. As British Fergus Henderson, owner of the restaurant St. John warned us, “Never try and feed them slops.” Because if the food isn’t tasty, the staff may skip the calories altogether, leaving little fuel in the tank during the shift.


As for when the meal is served, we found many to unfold in that tiny slice of time bound by the end of the day’s prep work and the arrival of the evening’s first customer. It’s the dead zone between what most consider normal mealtimes, taking place a little earlier than dinner but a little later than lunch, usually around the 4 o’clock mark. A few restaurants dismiss this norm and eat their meal in the wee hours after the customers depart, while some serve multiple meals throughout the day if their staff changes over. Thomas Keller’s Ad Hoc, in Yountville, California, goes further, providing a once-weekly “mega family meal” for the entire staff to dine, stress-free, the night before the restaurant closes for two days on Tuesdays and Wednesdays.


As for the individual tasked with making the meal, in most restaurants virtually every cook on the line eventually shoulders the responsibility, whether solo or as part of a team effort. As Cochon co-owner and chef Stephen Stryjewski explained, even recent culinary school graduates are expected to cook a meal that is creative and delicious. While rare, a few restaurants, such as Arzak, employ one person specifically to prepare staff meals. Others, such as the Fat Duck, host stagiaires (short-term culinary interns) who, among many other duties, help to relieve the full-time staff of the responsibility. Still others, like Craigie on Main, use the staff meal as a kind of final test for a potential new hire. If the meal doesn’t make the cut, the cook doesn’t get the job.


But while the person responsible for making the meal may vary, the ingredients are often pre-determined. Staff meal recipes normally involve the offcuts, leftovers, and excess from a day of kitchen prep. This leads to fantastic meals built around the trimmings from pricier proteins. Consequently, while the chicken breasts land on the customers’ plates, the thighs are staff meal staples. Homemade smoked paprika sausages, Caesar pasta salad, and “sashimi-style” steamed thighs with ponzu sauce are just a few of the happy results. The day’s vegetable scrap is usually transformed into sides and salads—such as the gnocchi-like mustard green malfatti at Ubuntu—and economical carbohydrates like potatoes, rice, and pasta round out the plate. Desserts, while rare, tend to be sweets that can be scaled up easily and dished out quickly, like Uchi’s peanut butter and curry cookies, but truthfully, there often isn’t time for the extra course. In most places the entire meal lasts only about thirty minutes, or a luxurious forty-five if the meal entails a pre-service pep talk or educational wine-tasting.


Then there’s the fact that a cook needs to get the meal made fast, usually in just under an hour, something we all can relate to as we juggle our own busy lives. (Keep in mind, however, that many of the time-consuming tasks like homemade stocks, doughs, marinades, and braises have already been completed as part of the restaurant’s menu prep.) Though, unlike at home, it’s a meal made to feed the masses—upwards of twenty-five in some places we visited—who all happen to be opinionated culinary professionals. It’s a weighty task for even the most confident cook; however, all those we spoke with insisted that the opportunity to cook for their peers is a pleasure, not a chore. The time-tested game plan is to serve simple, stick-to-your-ribs dishes that have a personal viewpoint, the kind of food that cooks would choose to eat after a shift, such as McCrady’s Double-Stack Bacon Burgers, Oleana’s Chicken Shwarma, or The Bristol’s Steak and Kidney Pie. Naturally, this leads many to poach favorite dishes from their childhoods, like the mom-inspired Iowa-Style Fried Chicken at The Herbfarm. Yet some cooks go in the opposite direction, using the communal table as a laboratory, refining a new recipe for the menu—or, in the case of Stéphane Reynaud of Villa9Trois, a new cookbook—and then testing it out on the staff. Still others use the free time to sate a nagging food memory like the slow-cooked pulled pork at Piccolo, a childhood favorite of chef and owner Doug Flicker. This kind of creative freedom for a cook is anomalous since daily tasks are typically dictated by a tangle of superiors. So with total control of the menu, staff meal is a chance for cooks to prove their salt to each other, and get valuable feedback—even a promotion—in the process.


To our delight, the staff meals we experienced were ripe with inexplicable quirks, and unanticipated contradictions. We journeyed to Grace, in the northern reaches of New England, only to enjoy an authentic Southern gumbo made with tiny local Maine shrimp prepared by Executive Chef Eric Simeon under the acknowledged influence of his Creole grandmother. And yet, deep in the heart of Creole country, we joined the staff at Cochon in an Asian-themed feast of Gulf Coast blue crabs with sriracha and cilantro-scented herb butter, a nod to New Orleans’s large Vietnamese population. At Ubuntu, Napa’s vegetarian mecca, the meal for its very carnivorous staff was squarely centered on a succulent, sous vide pork shoulder cooked in whey and fermented olive brine. On the flip side, at St. John, Fergus Henderson’s nose-to-tail temple of meat and offal worship in London, we enjoyed a vegetarian staff meal of creamy cabbage salad and curried rice with chickpeas. And, quite unexpectedly, considering its perch atop the world of modernist cuisine, the staff meal at wd~50 in Manhattan emphasized traditional, “old-school food,” such as grilled hanger steak with classic béarnaise sauce—which, as Chef de Cuisine Jon Bignelli was quick to point out, “is still loaded with technique.”
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Their distinctions aside, these restaurants’ family meals are serving just that: a family. Working in close quarters for long hours under intense pressure has the potential to draw a restaurant brigade close, or shatter it to pieces. Gathering around the table before the rush of service is a preventative medicine of sorts. It’s a restaurant’s best and cheapest pill to avert a total kitchen collapse. Analogous to our own dinner tables, there is laughter, ribbing, drama, and dysfunction. Ultimately, however, there is camaraderie of the kind that can only be forged through food. Just like brothers and sisters, spouses, or lifelong friends, wait staff and cooks don’t always see eye-to-eye. By creating a welcoming space around a good meal, honest communication has a fighting chance to flourish—which means the restaurant can, too.
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In the end, in researching the subject of this book, we logged countless frequent flyer miles, tested and retested more than a hundred recipes, and interviewed the owners, chefs, cooks, servers, dishwashers, even gardeners, who make the daily staff meal a reality. Their backgrounds, ethnicities, points of view, and experience vary widely, but they all realize the profound importance of feeding each other as best they can. These recipes are the meals that they serve every day, every week, all year. They were not staged for our benefit, nor polished to perfection for our visit, and the resulting authenticity has led us on a journey of endless inspiration. We consider it an honor to have sat at each and every table.


Ultimately, despite any divergent views on the role of a staff meal or its daily practices, each chef and restaurant owner we spoke with shared the same underlying sentiment, neatly summarized by Annisa’s chef and owner, Anita Lo: “I don’t see how you can make your staff care about food if you’re not feeding them well.” We now believe, more than ever, that how a restaurant feeds its own says a great deal about its values. Those who make family meal a priority, despite the added cost or time, believe it not only benefits their staff but is also an indirect way of taking care of customers.


So whether served in a cramped basement or in a garden ringed by ancient chestnut trees, the staff meals within these pages are more than the sum of their parts. They are a daily reminder of why cooks and servers, chefs and owners, dishwashers and bussers, put up with their hot kitchen lives and set the table each evening: to nourish bodies and feed spirits. It’s this pure distillation of hospitality that got us cooking in the first place, and somehow, some way, got us eating the best staff meals out there. It’s our hope that these stories and recipes will encourage others to follow suit. That everyone with a family they care about—whether at work or at home—will pause for a few precious moments and eat well . . . together.








  NOTES ON THE RECIPES  


The recipes throughout this book originated in the restaurants we visited, and were made to serve a staff of twelve or larger. So that they can be made in a home kitchen, we have scaled them down to serve between four and eight diners. Please note that this conversion may yield results that appear slightly different than the photography since photos of the food were captured on site. But rest assured, they will taste just as good.


Conversely, there are instances in which ingredient additions or substitutions were made to the original recipe. All additions have been marked as “optional” in the ingredient list, and any substitutions made are listed in the recipe header or Notes. The photography will not reflect these additions or substitutions. However, don’t be afraid to get creative and add or substitute with whatever you have on hand. As any staff meal cook will tell you, family meal is all about using what you’ve got.


To feed a crowd, measurements have been given in both imperial and metric so you can scale up by weight. Please note that salt, spices, and chilies do not scale up in the same proportion as the rest of the recipe. Often you will need much less. Use the scaled measurement as a starting point and begin by using half the amount, adding more to taste.


Shallots are a restaurant’s workhorse, and appear in a majority of the recipes here. But when quantifying the amount for a recipe, there is often debate as to exactly what is one shallot. An average-sized shallot should yield about 3 minced tablespoons, and is about the size of half a small hard-boiled egg. As a rule, a small onion is equivalent to three regular-sized shallots, a handy ratio when you are in the produce aisle.


A good restaurant prides itself on its from-scratch stock. Therefore, many recipes in this book rely upon the flavor-enhancing properties of chicken, beef, fish, and vegetable stocks. If you cannot find the time to make your own, try to buy the highest quality stock available, avoiding any that contain artificial flavors or colors. We prefer to use low-sodium or unsalted stocks as this allows for better control of the salt content in the finished dish.


Several restaurants in this book used techniques for their staff meals that required restaurant-specific equipment including sous vide circulators, deep fryers, indoor grills, and liquid nitrogen. Where applicable, we have given the home equivalent.


While the method and ingredients listed for each recipe are what we could handily accomplish on our electric stove and a minimalist’s approach to cookware, please regard them more as a general roadmap rather than dogged directions. As we witnessed time and again at the staff meals we visited, trusting your gut instincts while cooking makes all the difference in the world.
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YOUNTVILLE, CALIFORNIA












GRILLED LITTLE GEMS WITH TORN GARLIC CROUTONS AND CITRUS VINAIGRETTE
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SKIRT STEAK STUFFED WITH CHARRED SCALLIONS
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RED FRESNO CHILE–GARLIC SAUCE
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SKILLET-GLAZED KING TRUMPET MUSHROOMS
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CHOCOLATE–PEANUT BUTTER CRUNCH BARS





[image: ]





 


Following a fine meal shared between sworn enemies, Samuel Pepys—a seventeenth-century English Parliament member who was also a fanatical diarist—sat down to record a simple observation: “Strange to see how a good dinner and feasting reconciles everyone.” This lesson is not lost on Dave Cruz, the articulate chef de cuisine at Thomas Keller’s family-style comfort food destination, Ad Hoc, located in the manicured Napa Valley neighborhood of Yountville, California. Every Monday night after service, Dave makes it a point to host a mega family meal. It is a rare specimen in the genre. Because everyone works the same shifts—the restaurant is only open for dinner and closes on Tuesdays and Wednesdays—the entire staff eats together, and they do so in peace with neither the pressure of a dinner service ahead nor the responsibility of reporting for duty the next morning. Dave best describes the meal as a water-in-carafes event, a time to trot out the fine-dining frills bypassed at their more utilitarian midafternoon buffets. As was probably done for Pepys and his parliamentary guests, this does in fact mean Monday night’s table is set with linens as well as with roses. Although for the staff of Ad Hoc, the flowers are purely figurative.


“I’ve always thought that you don’t need to wait for someone to leave to tell them all the good stuff about them,” says Dave, explaining the Monday night “Thorns and Roses” ritual as roundtable discussion for lavishing compliments on your peers. The ceremony works like this: someone starts by giving someone else a compliment or “rose,” the recipient accepts, and then hands out a rose of their own. Everyone has a chance to give a rose, and most everyone gets one on any given Monday night. The name itself is a piece of Ad Hoc history that stuck. For a short time “thorns” as well as their “rose” counterpoints were doled out. The somewhat controversial thorn critiques were quickly dropped, however, when things got prickly. Now it is an altogether utopian practice with a hint of Northern California commune, but its origins are squarely Greek—Dave picked up the habit during his college fraternity days, bringing it with him to Ad Hoc when owner Thomas Keller put him in charge. Now head chef for the first time in his career, Dave wisely saw an opportunity to orchestrate the restaurant’s vibe: “It was like, maybe we could get something more out of staff meal than just getting full or getting drunk.”


But before the roses, the meal must be served. A little before midnight an iPod shuffles through a mix of obscure indie tunes as five dark wooden tables are strung together in back of the dining room, a kind of comfortable rustic farmhouse as interpreted by city dwellers. The table is dotted with linen-lined baskets of Bouchon bread and half-full bottles of wine. Collected throughout the week from Ad Hoc’s by-the-glass menu, they are tucked behind the lime green bar until Monday’s family meal. The staff trickles in, pours a drink, and takes a seat; almost everyone has found the time to change out of their kitchen uniforms, making it feel more like a gathering of friends than colleagues. The meal commences. A mountain of skirt steak pinwheels with scallions poking out of their pink swirls slowly diminishes as the platter is passed from hand to hand. And just when bottoms of wineglasses appear, the music is turned off, Dave clears his throat, and the first rose is given.
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Some roses are funny, others serious, and while they may sound a bit manufactured in a corporate-conference sort of way, they are all completely heartfelt. Someone thanks the busboy for “bringing the thunder,” another is appreciative of how a particular female server always comes to work with a smile, and yet another gives a rose to the entire kitchen staff: “You’re killing it. It’s just awesome.” He points to his nearly empty plate: “This is family meal and it’s the bomb. I hate to drop f-bombs, but . . . it’s the family bomb.” A departing cook gets showered in roses and gives out the final bloom of his Ad Hoc tenure: “This rose goes to everyone. You guys are like my family, and it’s been probably the best restaurant I’ve ever worked in.” Dave ends the Thorns and Roses ceremony by giving out a rose of his own. He speaks with hushed authority: “I have only one rose and it’s for David Thomas. He’s been the sous chef here for two years.” Dave announces that David will be leaving the restaurant in just three weeks. “He’s been phenomenal for us and for our kitchen and our restaurant. The work that he does is way beyond what you see. And to fill his shoes and have trust in someone is the hardest thing. So, for tonight, this is where we’ll stop. David, this rose is for you.” Glasses clink, the feasting continues, and any tension built up over the week evaporates. All is reconciled, at least for this week.
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Can you walk us through how a typical week of staff meals is made?


We’re only open five days a week—Thursday through Monday—so every day we have one person, Philip [Sales], our receiver/prep person, who will make a staff meal that goes up every day at 4 p.m. We even built picnic tables out back, and at four we try to all sit out there and have family meal. But things have evolved here. It’s busier and it’s hard to sit down every day, so we decided to have a big staff meal on Mondays.


What’s different about the Monday meals?


We sort of gather up what won’t last over the “weekend” and we cook it up together. We gather up the wine bottles too. It’s family-style, sit-down, pass-around. The idea is that we all enjoy what we do so the interaction is a binder. We have an exchange of things that don’t have to do with the restaurant. You don’t get that if people are staggered throughout the day; if you don’t have the time to sit down and bond.


Do you feel a different vibe on Monday during prep and service in the lead-up to the meal?


Oh, absolutely. Because everyone knows it’s coming, they’re pretty happy.


Are the staff meals planned in advance?


Not really. Another facet of the actual restaurant is that we design a set menu every day for our customers. In a way our staff meal is our menu’s leftovers. If we use asparagus today, we probably won’t use it again until next week, so it goes to us. We want to use up what we’ve got.


Do you ever invite guests for staff meal?


Yes. People from other restaurants. A manager or chef from other restaurants. The gardener, Tucker. And our dogs.


What are some publications that you like to tap into as a resource?


I love the style of Donna Hay Magazine. Before it went under, I loved Gourmet, mostly how much they related about the world.


Any food scraps that will always find their way into the staff meal?


There’s a few. Fish cheeks. Why would you ever throw those away? And then it seems like on every steak there’s the end piece that’s a little charred. That’s my favorite piece.


So what is your best advice for a new cook who is going to make staff meal for the first time?


Cook what you know.


If you had to sum it up, why is staff meal important?


Nourishment: feeding your body and feeding each other.
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GRILLED LITTLE GEMS with GARLIC CROUTONS and CITRUS VINAIGRETTE


“This salad is very simple, using leftovers from service,” explains Chef de Cuisine Dave Cruz. Except that at Ad Hoc “leftovers” means all sorts of fun things to play with: meaty Cerignola olives, leftover country bread, a radish or two pulled from the garden behind the restaurant, and lots of perky Little Gems, the toy poodle of the romaine cultivar. Quickly grilling the quartered heads kisses them with char but still allows them to maintain their crunch. “It’s this combination of smoky and sweet, briny and peppery, crunchy and bacony that we really like,” says Dave, “especially the bacon.”


Little Gem lettuces (also called sucrine) look like miniature versions of their lankier relatives, romaine, but have the almost silky-tasting mildness of a butter lettuce. They are sweet, crisp, and hold up well to heat (as opposed to, say, spinach, which would melt to nothingness). If you cannot find Little Gems at a store or farmers’ market, any hearty headed lettuce will work. Romaine, trimmed to the heart and quartered, is the best bet, but endive and radicchio would also grill well. The croutons are another treat hidden within this recipe. As Dave explains it, the idea is to brown the bread slowly on the stovetop, allowing the garlic oil and butter to be absorbed into the flesh of the bread. This leaves behind a crouton with a crunchy outside and, as Dave describes, a “soft, gushy, buttery, garlicky inside.” And who can resist that?


Serves 6


TORN GARLIC CROUTONS


1 CUP (237 MILLILITERS) OLIVE OIL


CLOVES FROM 3 SMALL HEADS OF GARLIC (ABOUT 1 CUP)


HALF OF A 10-INCH (25 CENTIMETERS) ROUND LOAF OF COUNTRY BREAD


KOSHER SALT TO TASTE


4 TABLESPOONS (56 GRAMS) UNSALTED BUTTER


CITRUS VINAIGRETTE


1 CUP (237 MILLILITERS) FRESHLY SQUEEZED ORANGE JUICE


¼ CUP (59 MILLILITERS) CHAMPAGNE VINEGAR


2 TABLESPOONS (25 GRAMS) GRANULATED SUGAR


1 CUP (237 MILLILITERS) CANOLA OIL


KOSHER SALT AND FRESHLY GROUND BLACK PEPPER TO TASTE


LITTLE GEMS


6 HEADS LITTLE GEM LETTUCE (SEE RECIPE HEADER)


¼ CUP (59 MILLILITERS) OLIVE OIL


KOSHER SALT AND FRESHLY GROUND BLACK PEPPER TO TASTE


6 SLICES (167 GRAMS) THICK-CUT SMOKED BACON, FRIED AND CRUMBLED


2 LARGE RED RADISHES, VERY THINLY SLICED


½ CUP (91 GRAMS) GREEN CERIGNOLA OLIVES, SLICED OFF THE PIT


For the croutons: Place the oil and garlic in a small pot. Heat over high heat until bubbles begin to appear, about 2 minutes. Lower the heat and gently simmer for 15 minutes, or until the garlic cloves are tender. Remove the pot from the heat; set aside to cool to room temperature.


Strain the oil from the cloves, reserving both separately. In a food processor, purée the cloves until they form a thick paste. Reserve for the Skirt Steak on page 24, or refrigerate in a lidded jar for up to 1 week. Yields about ½ cup (118 milliliters) purée.


Since Ad Hoc uses day-old bread, they remove the crust and discard but if using fresh, this step is optional. Tear the bread into irregular bite-sized pieces.


Heat a sauté pan large enough to hold all the bread in a single layer over medium heat. When warm but not hot, add half of the reserved garlic oil (storing the remainder in the refrigerator for another use) and the bread. As the oil begins to bubble, flip the bread pieces in the oil and season liberally with salt. Continue cooking and turning the croutons until lightly golden and slightly crisp, about 12 minutes. (Should the contents begin to sizzle, turn the heat down—you are going too fast.)


Add the butter and swirl the skillet to coat the bread evenly. The butter will begin to brown at the same pace as the bread. Continue to turn the bread until it is deep golden brown and very crisp, about 10 minutes more. Remove with a slotted spoon, drain on paper towels, season again with salt, and keep warm. (These will keep well in a sealed plastic bag at room temperature for several days, if you can resist snacking on them.)


For the citrus vinaigrette: In a small pot bring the orange juice to a gentle simmer over medium heat and reduce by half, about 12 minutes. Remove from the heat and add the vinegar and sugar, stirring to dissolve; cool to room temperature.


Using an immersion blender or a whisk, incorporate the canola oil into the juice-vinegar mixture in a slow, steady stream. Season with salt and pepper. Check the flavor balance, adding more oil, vinegar, or sugar. Set aside.


For the Little Gems: Trim each head of any limp or discolored leaves leaving the stem end intact. Cut each head lengthwise in quarters. On a sheet tray arrange the lettuces cut-side up, brush with the olive oil, and season with salt and pepper.


Meanwhile, heat a grill pan or cast-iron skillet over high heat until smoking. (Ad Hoc uses a gas grill with a high flame.) Place the quarters on the grill pan, cut-side down, in a single layer. Grill for about 1 minute, until a light brown char appears. Turn each wedge with tongs (Ad Hoc uses oversized surgical tweezers for precision) to the other cut side and grill about 1 minute more. The lettuce should be branded by the grill pan and lightly wilted, but not completely limp. Repeat with the remaining lettuce, wiping the grill pan thoroughly with a folded, damp cloth between batches.


In a large serving dish arrange the Little Gems, croutons, bacon, radishes, and olives. Whisk together the dressing if it has separated, then drizzle lightly onto the salad. Finish with a sprinkling of salt and serve while just this side of warm with extra dressing on the side.
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SKIRT STEAK STUFFED with CHARRED SCALLIONS


Philip Sales—a thirty-year Thomas Keller veteran harking back to Keller’s late-Eighties restaurant, Rakel, in New York City—knows a thing or two about making a staff meal. As the full-time family meal cook for Ad Hoc (as well as the pantry supervisor), he prepares a multicourse spread for the thirty or so staff members for the midday meal. Consequently, the staff adores him. So what is his best advice for those making family meal for discerning peers? Careful preparation. But also being mindful of the restaurant’s bottom line: “I keep a good eye on what’s left over from the night before,” says Philip in his quiet Jamaican lilt. “Instead of having it sit longer, we utilize it for family meal.” Though for Monday’s meal, Philip gets a well-deserved night off. Today, the preparation of leftover skirt steaks gets passed along to Dave and his team.


The skirt steak, while thin compared to other cuts, does have a variation in thickness from end to end. The thicker section is trimmed off and reserved for the Ad Hoc customer; it’s easier to cook to medium-rare. “The part where it’s really skinny,” says Dave, “we eat that.” Dave decided to put an Asian twist on this dish, slathering the long, thin pieces of meat with garlic confit paste (page 23) and rolling them up daintily with charred scallions tucked inside. He served them sliced into pinwheels for easier portioning alongside a homemade Red Fresno Chile–Garlic Sauce (page 26) for a hit of heat and sweetness.


Serves 6


2 LARGE BUNCHES SCALLIONS, TRIMMED


2 TABLESPOONS (30 MILLILITERS) OLIVE OIL


KOSHER SALT AND FRESHLY GROUND BLACK PEPPER TO TASTE


4 (10-INCH/25 CENTIMETER) SKIRT STEAKS (ABOUT 8 OUNCES/227 GRAMS EACH)


½ CUP (118 MILLILITERS) GARLIC CONFIT PURÉE (FROM THE GRILLED LITTLE GEMS ON PAGE 22)


2 TABLESPOONS (30 MILLILITERS) CANOLA OIL


Heat a grill pan or cast-iron pan over high heat until smoking. (Ad Hoc uses a gas grill with a high flame.) Toss the scallions with the olive oil and season with salt and pepper, then place in the pan in a single layer. Cook until charred black on one side, about 2 minutes. Flip and cook for 1 to 2 minutes more, or until tender. Remove from the pan and allow to cool slightly, then cut into 3-inch (7.5 centimeter) lengths (slightly shorter than the width of the skirt steaks).


Lay out the steaks in a single layer. Trim off any excess fat or sinew. Cover the steaks with plastic wrap or waxed paper and, using a meat mallet, lightly pound the steaks to achieve a uniform thickness of about ¼ inch (65 millimeters). (Each steak should be about 12 to 14 inches/30.5 to 35 centimeters in length after pounding.)


Season both sides of each steak liberally with salt and pepper, then rub one side of every steak with a thin layer of the garlic purée. Lay out the steaks so that they are perpendicular to you. Divide the scallions evenly among the steaks, arranging them in a single layer from bottom to top, like a meat ladder with green rungs.


Roll the steaks tightly into individual bundles. Tie the finished rolls at 1½-inch intervals with kitchen twine. (If you want to make these ahead, place in a container in a single layer, cover, and store in the refrigerator overnight.)


Heat the oven to 375°F (191 °C) and place a wire cooling rack over a sheet pan. In a large sauté pan, heat a generous film of canola oil until almost smoking. Season the outside of the skirt steak rolls with salt. Sear until a brown crust develops, about 2 minutes per side, and then transfer from pan to rack.


Roast the rolls in the oven until medium rare, about 35 minutes. Check one roll by making a small slit with a sharp knife into its center. If the middle of the roll looks very pink (almost raw), continue roasting in increments of 5 minutes. It is better to err on the side of overcooking than under; this helps the rolls hold their shape when sliced. Remove the rolls from the oven; rest for 15 minutes. Snip the twine, slice the rolls into large pinwheels, and serve with Red Fresno Chile–Garlic Sauce (page 26) on the side.
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RED FRESNO CHILE–GARLIC SAUCE


The red Fresno chile is easily mistaken for a red jalapeño. Upon closer inspection you’ll find it is a bit stockier at the stem end, like a jalapeño wearing shoulder pads. It is widely used in Latin cooking for its medium heat and mild sweetness, and can be found in most Latin supermarkets. Jalapeños (red or green), fresh cayenne peppers, or serranos can all be substituted. Extra sauce can stand in as a sweet and spicy vinegar-based dip for any Asian fried snack, including the crispy octopus suckers (page 201), fried onigiri (page 281), and scallion jeon (page 36).


Yields 1½ cups (355 milliliters)


16 RED FRESNO CHILES (ABOUT 8 OUNCES/227 GRAMS), STEMMED, SEEDED, AND QUARTERED


8 GARLIC CLOVES


½ CUP (118 MILLILITERS) CHAMPAGNE VINEGAR


½ CUP (100 GRAMS) GRANULATED SUGAR


1 TEASPOON (6 GRAMS) KOSHER SALT, PLUS ADDITIONAL TO TASTE


For the sweet chile-garlic sauce: Place the chiles and garlic cloves in a small nonreactive container. Cover with the vinegar and sugar. Cover and refrigerate overnight or up to 12 hours.


Strain the liquid from the solids, reserving both separately. Blend the chiles, garlic, and salt along with ¾ cup (178 milliliters) of the liquid until puréed, about 1 minute. You want the blender to spin freely and the finished sauce to be pourable but not watery. Adjust the liquid and salt if necessary. Dave strains the finished sauce through a fine-mesh sieve, resulting in a much thinner, more refined end product. (We prefer to keep ours chunky so we skip the straining.) Store covered in the refrigerator for up to a week.





 


SKILLET-GLAZED KING TRUMPET MUSHROOMS


Whether slightly shriveled, bruised, or torn, any king trumpets that do not make the cut for the customers’ plates get turned into this simple side dish. In other words, it is an ugly mushroom makeover. It also makes great use of mushroom stems, a by-product for restaurants that only have eyes for the more fetching cap. Small baby portabella mushrooms (look for ones about the size of a marble) can be substituted, and white button mushrooms will also work if other, more flavorful, mushrooms are not available.


Serves 6


2 TABLESPOONS (30 MILLILITERS) OLIVE OIL


1½ POUNDS (680 GRAMS) KING TRUMPET MUSHROOMS, LEFT WHOLE


1 SHALLOT, FINELY CHOPPED


2 TABLESPOONS (28 GRAMS) UNSALTED BUTTER


1 SPRIG THYME


½ CUP (118 MILLILITERS) CHICKEN STOCK


KOSHER SALT AND FRESHLY GROUND BLACK PEPPER TO TASTE


In a sauté pan heat the olive oil over medium-high heat until just shy of smoking. Add the mushrooms and sauté until lightly brown on all sides, about 6 minutes. Add the shallot, butter, and thyme and sauté until the shallot is slightly golden, about 1 minute. Add the chicken stock and cook to reduce the liquid down to almost nothing, about 3 minutes. Begin to swirl the pan, to coat the mushrooms with a shiny glaze. Season with salt and pepper. Remove the pan from the heat, pluck out the thyme, and serve the mushrooms immediately.





 


CHOCOLATE–PEANUT BUTTER CRUNCH BARS


Sous chef Sarah Zozaya’s transformation of the Ad Hoc pastry program has not gone unnoticed, especially at the Monday staff meal’s Thorns and Roses ceremony. After a year of tweaking recipes and adding new ones of her own, she received a rose one night from a server. He noticed that several regular customers went from skipping dessert to asking for extras in their doggie bags. “That was really cool,” says Sarah with a generous smile. These peanut butter bars helped earn the compliment.


Sarah picked up the recipe as a young cook in Sacramento and has been fine-tuning it ever since. Her most recent epiphany was to mix the peanut butter with ground feuilletine (airy French flakes similar in texture to dried crêpes) to add a soft crunch to an otherwise heavy layer. The dessert’s end result—nutty and lightly sweet with a dark chocolate tang—is the uptown version of the pedestrian peanut butter cup, and the single most-requested staff meal dessert. On the nights the bars appear solely on the customer menu, the staff gets to enjoy the trim left behind after portioning. “Usually that’s what staff meal is . . . the borders,” says Sarah. The staff knows, as she does, that they taste just as good.


Yields 24 bars


CRUST


5 CUPS (540 GRAMS) CHOCOLATE COOKIE CRUMBS (SEE NOTES)


8 OUNCES (2 STICKS/220 GRAMS) UNSALTED BUTTER, MELTED


FILLING


4½ CUPS (1.1 KILOGRAMS) SMOOTH NATURAL PEANUT BUTTER


2½ CUPS (200 GRAMS) GRAHAM CRACKER CRUMBS


2½ CUPS (170 GRAMS) GROUND FEUILLETINE (SEE NOTES)


1 CUP (220 GRAMS) PACKED DARK BROWN SUGAR


2 TEASPOONS (12 GRAMS) KOSHER SALT


8 OUNCES (2 STICKS/220 GRAMS) UNSALTED BUTTER, AT ROOM TEMPERATURE


TOPPING


12 OUNCES (340 GRAMS) 70% DARK CHOCOLATE, CHOPPED


1 TABLESPOON (15 MILLILITERS) CANOLA OIL


For the crust: Line a half-sheet tray (18 x 13 inches/45 x 33 centimeters) with aluminum foil. Mix the crumbs and butter to a wet-sand consistency. Press the mixture onto the sheet tray with the palms of your hands to form a uniformly thick crust, about ¼ inch (6 millimeters). Chill in the refrigerator, uncovered, for 30 minutes.


For the filling: Combine the peanut butter, cracker crumbs, feuilletine, sugar, and salt in the bowl of a mixer fitted with a paddle. Mix on high speed until combined and aerated, about 5 minutes. Add the butter and mix on high for 1 minute more, until just incorporated. Be careful not to overmix, as the mixture could separate. Remove the crust from the refrigerator and spread with the peanut butter mixture using a small offset spatula in an even 1-inch (2.5 centimeter) layer. Refrigerate for at least 1 hour, uncovered.


For the topping: Melt the chocolate with the oil in a double boiler set over simmering water, about 6 minutes, whisking occasionally to combine. While the chocolate is warm but not hot, pour it over the peanut butter. Smooth into a thin layer with a small offset spatula. (The chocolate coating must be applied and spread quickly or it will seize and become unspreadable.) Place the sheet tray in the freezer, covered in plastic wrap, for a minimum of 6 hours to set completely.


Using a knife dipped in very hot water, portion the bars while still frozen into 24 rectangles. (At Ad Hoc they cut them in the walk-in freezer on very hot days.) Serve immediately or store in the freezer until the dessert hour.


The bars can be kept in the freezer, wrapped tightly, for several weeks. They go from solid to squishy very quickly; serve them straight from the freezer and skip them altogether for a summer picnic.


NOTES


Ad Hoc makes their chocolate cookie crumbs from their signature TKO cookies. If you live nearby a Bouchon Bakery—Thomas Keller’s expanding pastry chain—TKO cookies are available for purchase. Otherwise, substitute Nabisco Chocolate Wafer Cookies, chocolate animal crackers, or in a pinch, Oreo cookie halves with the white filling scraped off. Grind any one of them to fine black sand in the food processor, then fish out any large chunks; regrinding again if necessary. (This is the same way they make their graham cracker crumbs.)


Ground feuilletine is used to give the bars their light crunch. For a small fortune, the crêpe-like flakes can be found online at specialty bakery sites like micheldefrance.com. For a less-expensive substitute, try unfilled and unflavored Pirouette cookies, gaufrette wafers, or do what we did and use crispy rice cereal (cornflakes would work too). They can all be ground as instructed for the chocolate crumbs to achieve the coarse-sand consistency of crushed feuilletine.
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FRIED SCALLION JEON
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SPICY KIMCHI, TOFU, AND SQUID HOT POT (KIMCHICHIGAE)
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WAGYU BEEF BIBIMBAP
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Anita Lo steps into her restaurant, Annisa, like the petite head honcho of a convoy of Harley riders. A neon-green bandana tied around her shiny black bob, she is half smiling, half scowling as she brushes by the restaurant’s pumpkin-colored booths, curved like autumn half-moons and still looking brand new. (While the West Village restaurant first opened in 2000, a fire destroyed the interior in July of 2009. It reopened nine months later, just a few months before our visit.) Already dressed in her executive chef uniform—plain white chef’s jacket, black pants tapering to blunt hems, black shoes with a sturdy toe box—she strides to Annisa’s tiny kitchen with an intense authority, one that borders on intimidating. Then we look down. Two fluffy balls of white and gray bounce behind her: Adzuki and Mochi, Anita’s shih tzus. They are adorably disheveled with small bunches of hair pulled back in spiky pigtails. According to Anita, Mochi is an aloof princess, and Adzuki, a social butterfly. The dogs instantly soften Anita’s hard edges. A little.


Today Anita is making the staff meal herself. She does not always have the time to do this personally—she is often called out of the kitchen and into the media spotlight especially after her fierce run on the first season of Bravo’s Top Chef Masters—but Anita makes it clear that a daily staff meal is nonnegotiable. It is a habit she picked up as a young cook while working downtown at David Waltuck’s Chanterelle, the now-shuttered restaurant known for its stellar staff meals and the cookbook chronicling them. So after shopping at the nearby farmers’ market, Anita works by herself in the fluorescent-lit basement kitchen, creating a flavor-packed Korean trio of dishes: whole fried scallions with the most delicate crispness, salty and sweet beef bibimbap, and kimchi and seafood stew full of spice and fresh squid. It seems that for Anita, making staff meal is a stoic, highly organized, and mainly solitary process: a time that she can shrug off her celebrity chef status and simply be Anita, the no-frills, tough-as-nails cook.
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So it is to our great surprise that right before we leave, Anita hands us hand-drawn, illustrated notes she jotted down prior to our visit, a colorful journey of her top five staff meals at Annisa. It starts with an unapologetically flashy title in bold red with sun rays flying off of it: “Anita’s Top 5 Most Memorable Staff Meals!” And right then, we know we are getting a rare glimpse into her other, more Adzuki, self. First we see a picture of a goofy purple octopus and a bowl of soup with a big pink heart drawn around it. Inside she writes “Justin Borah’s Tako head New England–style chowder in the head.” She sums it up as the winner for the best use of octopus parts.
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She starts the second page off more seriously: “Perhaps one of the saddest staff meals was when David Marlone made fish tacos. The love of his life had just dumped him.” The drawing underneath is of a Picasso-esque face, its mouth a taco shell, the eyes shedding three tears. Then she continues the tale in all caps: “But he and that same woman are now married and have two little kids!” A drawing of the taco-shell face turned upside down, smiling, is underneath with the words “all true” beside it.


Further down the page there’s a drawing of a green bird in mid-flight with the body of a goose but the head of a fish. “One day, a cook brought in a whole flock of ducks and geese that she shot on Thanksgiving night near her home in South Carolina,” writes Anita. “They tasted like fish. We ate it with beurre rouge. It was strange, like a livery-tasting matelote [a French fish stew] with hints of gun shot.”


On the final page there is a pastel-colored parade of cartoonish chickens, pigs, vegetables, and razor clams. “We once had an intern, an older woman from Korea, who talked nonstop,” writes Anita, making it clear that she was animated and maybe a touch crazy. “For her first staff meal she made about a dozen dishes! Enough for five times the number of people working that day. She almost couldn’t fit it all on the table. Everyone went silent and she kept bringing it out . . . we were flummoxed!” Anita swaps her black pen for a bold red marker. She signs off: “I thought . . . this is why they call it family meal. Bon Appétit! XO Anita.” And just like that, her hard edges dissolve, completely.
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Why is a daily staff meal important?


I don’t see how you can make your staff care about food if you’re not feeding them well.


Have you always served a staff meal here at Annisa?


Yeah. And I love making it myself; I just haven’t had time lately. In France we had a really good staff meal. And it was a daily, sit-down thing. I’ve worked in a lot of restaurants in the United States that just put up chicken every day, or old fish, and everyone just eats on the line, standing. And then I worked at Chanterelle . . .


Our heroes! The epitome of staff meals in America . . .


And I just realized that it’s really important. They’re like my restaurant parents. We had great staff meals. I learned so much from it. This was in the early nineties, and you couldn’t get better food if you went out and spent money in a bistro. We would have, like, blood sausage for family meals. It was so awesome.


The kimchi fish stew looks incredible. Do you make your own kimchi here?


No, I buy it. I used to make my own. I worked in a restaurant called Mirezi, back in the nineties, that was a Korean-owned, pan-Asian restaurant, and they sent me to Korea where I learned the technique. Today I am using kimchi from a festival I did last week, I had a lot left over. I really can’t stand wasting food. It drives me crazy. And it’s not just economic; it’s environmental. It’s about respecting food and nature. Family meal is built around that.


What are five ingredients you always have on hand to make the staff meal?


Soy sauce, fish sauce, rice vinegar, kombu, and bonito.


Do you remember your first staff meal when the restaurant reopened after the 2009 fire?


Annisa was closed for nine months, but my entire staff came back after the fire, except for three people. So it was kind of awesome. I made the first staff meal. Whatever I made—I don’t remember, exactly—I don’t remember it being that great. But I do remember wanting to make that first one.


Do you use any cookbooks for staff meal inspiration?


Absolutely. I always say that my favorite cookbook is Joy of Cooking. You learn from staff meal and sometimes it’s really delicious and it ends up on the menu.
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