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Preface
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When I was twelve years old, my parents moved us from Oceanside, New York, to Boca Raton, Florida, into a coral-colored house that had four ovens. I like to joke that my mom, a graduate of the Fashion Institute of Technology, used two of those ovens to store her handbags and the other two to store her shoes. Suffice it to say, my family didn’t cook.


When people ask me, then, how I came to be a food writer, I have a simple answer: “I went to law school.”


It was in law school, after long, dull days discussing promissory estoppel and res ipsa loquitur, that I found myself standing in my kitchen, craving some sort of visceral release. That release came when I chopped my first onion, threw it into a pot with ground beef, cumin, chili powder, and a can of tomatoes, and made chili from a Betty Crocker cookbook. My roommate at the time told me that it looked like dog food, but that didn’t matter: I was hooked on cooking.


Ten years later, I’m still hooked. And the lifeline I threw myself in my third year of law school—a food blog that I started called The Amateur Gourmet—is now my full-time profession, a way to document my adventures as an enthusiastic eater and a passionate home cook.


Since starting my blog (and despite my upbringing), I’ve discovered that I have some talent in the kitchen. Friends clamor for a seat at my table, where I serve them piles of super-garlicky Caesar salad, steaming bowls of pasta, and hacked-apart pieces of aggressively seasoned roast chicken. Homemade chocolate-chip cookies are de rigueur in my house, and every so often, I try my hand at an apple pie. (I’m better at cookies.)


As much as I enjoy making these comfort foods, more often than not I’m stumped in the kitchen when it comes to taking everything to the next level—making the pasta from scratch, for example, or knowing (and understanding) the proper way to truss a chicken. Luckily for me, over the course of writing my blog, I’ve had the chance to meet a wide variety of chefs, many of whom are incredibly generous when it comes to answering my cooking questions.


Which is how I got the idea for this book.


What if I spent a year of my life traveling the country, cooking shoulder-to-shoulder with the best chefs and home cooks all over, gleaning as much knowledge, experience, and inspiration as I could in the process? Why, such an adventure might be instructive, edifying, and empowering not only for me, but also for you, the reader. A project like that could make all of us better cooks.


You are now holding the result: this book. Here in these pages, I’ve attempted to distill the breathtaking amount of culinary wisdom that these giants in the kitchen have to share. Once you start reading these essays and cooking these recipes, you’ll throw out your old bag of tricks and start thinking about color and texture, where your ingredients come from, how best to combine them, and how, once they’re combined, to present everything in the most beautiful way possible. But we’re getting ahead of ourselves.


The point is: the child of a noncooking, shoes-in-the-oven family went on an epic cooking odyssey and now gets to share this wealth of culinary knowledge with you. Come along with me, then, as we learn to cook like the chefs in this book do. Some of the recipes may be intimidating, but just remember where I started. If an amateur like me can make this extraordinary food, you can make it too!





Introduction
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In every cook’s life, there comes a moment. It’s not a moment you can anticipate, but it’s certainly one you can prepare for. It’s the moment when you stop following recipes to the letter and start cooking based on what you know.


Maybe it’s because of all those cooking shows where angry chefs rail against kitchen rookies for oversalting the cod or underseasoning the étouffée, but we’ve become a nation of nervous Nellies in the kitchen. Most people deal with their kitchen nerves by slavishly following recipes to the point where if a recipe calls for a half teaspoon of paprika and they only have a quarter teaspoon, they’ll turn off the oven and order a pizza.


That’s no way to cook.


This book is an attempt to change all that. Consider this book an insecurity killer, a confidence booster of epic proportions. For a year, I cooked with the best chefs and home cooks in America. In the process of visiting eleven cities and fifty kitchens, I learned a thing or two about producing quality food at home. It has nothing to do with recipes and everything to do with trusting yourself in the kitchen.


Great cooks are confident people. In a restaurant setting, chefs are leaders: they command roomfuls of fellow chefs and, through their leadership, feed hordes of hungry masses night after night. Great home cooks also project great confidence, as they often face an even tougher crowd: picky spouses and cranky children.


And though I’m becoming more confident in the kitchen, my status as a self-taught, amateur home cook with no formal training makes me an ideal candidate to soak up all the knowledge and wisdom that these chefs and cooks have to offer. Because, like you, I’m just a normal home cook—not a noteworthy chef redefining the face of gastronomy—I notice things most cooks and chefs do and take for granted. And I’ve distilled it all for you in these pages.


I’ve cooked with chefs from a wide variety of cultural backgrounds (French, Jamaican, and Chinese, to name a few), with varying degrees of experience (from young chefs to chefs in their sixties), and who cook for unusual reasons (like Brandon Pettit, who gave up a career in music to make pizza).


Some of the chefs use old-fashioned cooking gear (food mills, copper bowls); others use more futuristic devices (immersion circulators, Cryovac sealers). Some chefs have ingredients delivered to their restaurants; others grow the produce that they use themselves. Some chefs work hard to make everything new (carrots cooked in hay stock, corn soup with a coconut dome made with liquid nitrogen); others work hard to properly execute and improve upon classic dishes (potato gnocchi, pasta fagioli, chicken liver mousse).


In all these cases, one thing is very clear: all of these cooks and chefs who are so notable for their food are also notable for their personalities. I was surprised to discover that it’s a strong sense of self more than anything else that allows you to make extraordinary food at home. To put it simply: if you make the food that you like to eat, you’ll make food that others like to eat. You just have to trust that the food that you like to eat is food worth eating.


To become a great cook, you have to tap into the part of you that knows, on a deep level, what you want something to taste like and then get it to taste that way. That’s what all of the chefs in this book do, and that’s what I try to do now too. Don’t look outward for the answers; look within.


Think of this book as a prompt, a catalyst for self-reliance in the kitchen. With countless stories, lessons, pictures, and more than 150 recipes, I want to help you trust yourself behind the stove. The next time you’re making a recipe that calls for a half teaspoon of paprika, and you only have a quarter teaspoon? You’ll shrug it off and use something else.


You won’t have to measure. And when you stir it in, you’ll take a taste just to make sure. And if it tastes good to you (and why shouldn’t it? You’re a good cook!), it will taste good to everyone.


That’s the secret, the ultimate wisdom I gleaned from cooking my way across America. It’s a funny thing to say at the start of a cookbook, but it’s true:


Don’t rely on the recipes. Learn to trust yourself.





What You Need to Proceed
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Despite the wish list on your friend’s wedding registry, you don’t need fancy equipment to cook good food at home. When I asked Hugh Acheson what his favorite kitchen tool was, he shrugged off the question: “It’s not about tools. You should be able to cook something good with just a fork and a cast-iron pot.”


While there’s something to be said for keeping things extra simple, it’s also important to have enough tools on hand to make cooking at home as easy as possible. Here, then, is my list of the essential equipment that every cook should have in his or her kitchen.


A good knife


You’ve heard it before, but it bears repeating: your best tool in the kitchen is a good, sharp knife. Now, a good knife doesn’t necessarily mean an expensive knife. You can get a very decent, functional knife for less than fifty dollars. In fact, at the beginning, it’s probably advisable to do so. Get a medium-size chef’s knife that fits comfortably in your hand (Harold Dieterle recommends a German knife for beginners and a Japanese knife for more experienced cooks) and keep it sharp. To do that, either buy a sharpening stone (see Susan Feniger) or get it professionally sharpened every so often. (When I started, I used the AccuSharp; now I use a Japanese whetstone.) Also, steel your knife before using it (see Sara Moulton). Wash your knife immediately after you’re finished with it and keep it dry and safe in a knife rack.


A good cutting board


You may not think much about the cutting board that you use to cut your vegetables, but chefs do. And most of them know something that you might not: a bad cutting board can damage your knife. Some chefs—Rebecca Charles, for example—have custom-made cutting boards built into their counters. For most people, I recommend a large rubber cutting board that not only is kind to your knife but also can withstand lots of scrubbing in the sink without warping.


A wooden spoon


Every great chef and home cook has a favorite wooden spoon. Mine has a square shape and can neatly work its way around the edges of a pan.


Pots and pans


Don’t go crazy spending money on pots and pans. Here’s a basic list of what to have (though there’s no need to buy them all at once).


Two 12-inch stainless-steel skillets. One with a lip so you can toss the contents easily, and one with a higher rim and a lid for braising. All-Clad is the way to go, if you can afford it.


One 12-inch nonstick skillet. Ideal for making omelets, crepes, or anything that has a tendency to stick.


A cast-iron skillet. A favorite among chefs because of the way it retains heat, this is also an excellent tool for replicating the effects of outdoor grilling indoors. Lodge brand is a good option.


One large metal pot. Nothing fancy; just something you can use to make sauces, soups, beans, rice, and anything else that can’t be made in a skillet.


A stockpot. Though this takes up a lot of space, it’s essential, especially when you start making stocks.


A Dutch oven. My favorite cooking vessel, this is fantastic for braising, cooking pasta, frying, you name it. The Le Creuset brand is incredibly resilient.


A wok. A wok takes up extra space, but when you try the wok recipes in this book, you’ll understand why for much of the world, this isn’t just an essential kitchen tool, it’s the essential kitchen tool. (See Grace Young for wok-buying details.)


Mixing bowls


Assorted mixing bowls are omnipresent in restaurant kitchens and should be part of your home kitchen too. Use them for tossing salads (see Jonathan Waxman’s technique), storing ingredients, whisking dressings, sifting dry ingredients into, and allowing dough to rise.


A regular spatula, a rubber spatula, a whisk, and a spider


These are handy tools to have. A regular spatula can be used to flip things, and the rubber spatula can be used to fold ingredients together, to reach the hard-to-get-to crevices in a pot or a bowl, and to smooth the top of a cake batter before it goes into the oven. The whisk is ideal for incorporating batters, whipping cream, and folding. A spider is a terrific tool for lifting pasta out of a pot and placing it directly in the sauce.


Baking pans and cookie sheets


If you like to bake, it’s good to have three cake pans, all the same size, so you can make layer cakes, and a loaf pan for making various kinds of breads (banana, zucchini) and loaf-style cakes. It also pays to have a springform pan with a removable bottom. Pie plates are useful not only for making pie but also for holding the dredge when you make fried fish or fried chicken. (A glass pie plate is good for actual pie or to use in place of a gratin dish.) Rimmed cookie sheets (aka half-sheet pans) are underrated kitchen tools: yes, they’re great for making cookies, but—even better—they’re also great for roasting vegetables. Try taking broccoli florets (dry them thoroughly), tossing them with olive oil, salt, and pepper, and placing them on a cookie sheet in a 425°F oven for 15 to 20 minutes. You’ll never eat broccoli any other way again.


A blender or a hand blender


As great as you might be with your knife, there’s no way, working by hand, to create a puree or soup as smooth as one processed with either a blender or a hand blender. A Vitamix blender is prized by chefs because a Vitamix is as powerful as it gets. But it’s by no means necessary; a standard blender or hand blender will work with almost all of the recipes in this book.


A food processor


Because of its design, a food processor works differently than a blender. Its wide shape and wide blade ensure that everything gets worked in at once (with a blender, the ingredients have to fall to the bottom to come into contact with the blade). Thus, with a food processor you can easily chop up vegetables and bring together pie dough and pasta dough. With the blade attachment, you can shred ingredients (like carrots for a carrot cake or cabbage for coleslaw), and because it comes apart so neatly, a food processor is easy to clean.


A KitchenAid mixer


It’s possible to make cookies, cakes, and cupcakes without a KitchenAid stand mixer, but having one makes life so much easier. Especially when it comes to bread-making, a KitchenAid with a dough hook attachment is a lifesaver and one piece of kitchen equipment that is hard to live without once you’ve had one.


As far as how to stock your pantry, it’s a good idea to always have the following on hand:


Extra virgin olive oil


Keep one cheaper bottle for cooking (Colavita is a good choice) and one more expensive bottle for salads and for drizzling on finished foods (I like Frantoia for that purpose).


Butter


Using unsalted butter is preferred because it lets you control the seasoning in your cooking, adding as much or as little salt as tastes best.


All-purpose flour


I recommend King Arthur brand.


Kosher salt


I prefer Morton coarse kosher salt, though most chefs use a finer kosher salt (coarse is my own strange predilection). Taste a few and decide which you like best.


Black peppercorns


Keep a bunch on hand for grinding fresh with a good pepper grinder.


Red pepper flakes


For adding a little heat to pasta dishes, pizza, and soups.


White and brown sugar (both dark and light)


For baking or adding a touch of sweetness to savory dishes.


Eggs


Preferably organic, free-range, purchased at a local farmer’s market.


Garlic


Whole heads are always better than anything that is sold pre-chopped.


Spices


Your spice cabinet should contain whole nutmeg, cinnamon, ground cloves, chili powder, smoked paprika, regular paprika, cumin, coriander, turmeric, cayenne pepper, and fennel seeds. It’s important to replace these every 6 to 12 months, because, like all foods, they lose their potency over time.


All kinds of vinegar


It’s good to have a lot of vinegar to choose from; keep cider, red wine, balsamic, white wine, champagne, and sherry vinegar on hand.


Soy sauce


Add to dishes for a hit of umami and salinity, especially when you’re stir-frying.


Vegetable oil and canola oil


Good for making salad dressings and homemade mayonnaise, for recipes that require deep-frying, or when you want a neutral flavor.


A good spicy mustard


Try Roland or another French brand.





A Note About the Recipes



All of the recipes in this book are based on the notes that I took while cooking alongside each chef and home cook over the course of this journey. When adapting and testing each recipe in my modest-size (read: tiny) home kitchen, I took into account such factors as affordability, practicality, and whether or not a specific step that a chef taught to me was realistic to re-create at home. The end result is recipes that retain all the excitement and brilliance of the original chef recipes but with a slightly more down-to-earth approach.


All of the recipes are annotated (see words underlined) to include my own discoveries and helpful chef tidbits to ensure success. Organization-wise, the easier recipes come at the beginning and the slightly more difficult recipes come at the end. So yes, Jonathan Waxman’s Arugula Salad with Heirloom Tomatoes is much easier to execute than Naomi Pomeroy’s French Onion Soup made with homemade veal stock. But just because something is easier to execute doesn’t mean you should be sloppy or careless in making it. In some ways, the simpler stuff is more difficult because each distinct element resonates louder. So bring your A game to all of the recipes in this book and you will be richly rewarded.





Ten Essential Rules for Cooking Like a Chef



These are the most compelling and universal lessons that I learned from cooking with some of the best chefs in the world. Taken together, these tips should paint a clear portrait of what it means to know what you’re doing in the kitchen.


01 Taste as you go.


If there’s one lesson to take away from this entire book, this is it. Cooking is not about blindly adding this and that and hoping that what you’re making comes out okay. Engage with the food you’re making and taste it every step of the way. When it’s not to your liking, adjust it. Chefs don’t measure how much olive oil, butter, salt, pepper, or vinegar they add to a dish; they use these to adjust food as it cooks. To enrich food, they add fat. To heighten the flavor, they add salt. For a spicy kick, they add pepper. And for a sour edge, they add acid. It’s not just a neat trick to know about; it’s your job to use these tools to make your cooking great. Once you understand that, your food will taste better forevermore.


02 Put ingredients on display.


Too many times, we shop with a recipe in mind and come home with bags of ingredients to make that recipe, and whatever is left over gets shoved into the fridge. Great chefs and home cooks go to the market and buy what’s beautiful and in season. Then—and here’s the kicker—they display what they buy in baskets or bowls so that this food not only serves to make their homes beautiful (baskets full of radishes and turnips, bowls spilling over with Meyer lemons), it serves as inspiration for cooking. Applying this to your own life, keep a basket on your kitchen counter and fill it with whatever you find at the market (purple potatoes, Bosc pears, parsnips, and apples in winter; heirloom tomatoes, chilies, squash, and corn in the summer), and use it to inspire what you cook.


03 If it looks good before you cook it, it will taste good after you cook it.


So many times while I was writing this book, chefs would assemble something that they were about to roast in the oven or steam in a steamer and I’d say, “That already looks good.” It’s not an accident. Food should look good at every stage, and if it doesn’t look appetizing before you cook it, you may want to rethink what you’re making.


04 Use your internal timer.


Chefs were often amused as we cooked together because I’d nervously remind them that they had something in the oven. I’d fret when a timer wasn’t set. But all good chefs have a well-developed sense of everything that is happening in the kitchen at all times. It’s encoded in their DNA. With practice, you can learn to have this internal timer too.


05 Control the heat.


Very rarely do recipes talk about that knob on your stove that controls the heat, but great cooks know that knob very well. Seldom do they set the heat to “high” or “medium” or “low” and leave it alone. As they cook, they monitor what’s happening and adjust the heat accordingly. Recipes can’t dictate a specific heat setting for every moment of cooking, which is why you have to be alert, pay attention, and adjust the knob based on what you observe going on in the pan.


06 Use your ears.


Food will speak to you if you listen. Samin Nosrat, for example, stopped our conversation while she was roasting her buttermilk-marinated chicken to say, “Oh, the chicken’s talking to us.” What she heard was a loud sizzle, which suggested the oven was too hot, so she lowered the temperature. When I made Angelish Wilson’s Chowchow, I heard lots of gurgling and stopped it just before it boiled over. Your ears are an important tool for cooking.


07 Don’t use pepper the way you use salt.


Most of us who cook at home think of salt and pepper as a constantly complementary duo: wherever we put salt, we can also put pepper. But that is not often the case in the professional kitchen. Most chefs rarely use pepper, and when they do, they use it in dishes that they think will benefit from a hit of the seasoning. Even then, they seldom use it at the beginning of the cooking process. Add pepper at the end of cooking just to impart some complexity and some heat.


08 Use the Internet.


There’s this notion that chefs are infallible, that when it comes to food, they know everything. That’s very much not the case. Most of the chefs I met while writing this book were humble, always eager to learn more. And when they really don’t know something, they look it up on the Internet (just like most of us do at home). Naomi Pomeroy told me that whenever she wants to learn a new technique, she turns to the Internet and does her research there. Her food, which is already terrific, is that much better because of all the new things she’s willing to learn.


09 Clean with fluidity.


Doing the dishes is the most dreaded of kitchen tasks, but one of the most essential lessons I took away from my time cooking with great chefs is that doing the dishes is not a separate act from cooking. It’s all part of the same fluid sequence of motions: mix ingredients in a bowl, dump the contents into a pan, put the bowl in the sink and run water in it while you put the pan in the oven. Then, while the pan is baking, wash the bowl and wipe down the counters (clean counters make cooking so much more pleasant). Once you make cleaning part of your cooking process, you’ll find it difficult to do it any other way.


10 Remember, everyone makes mistakes.


On the subject of chefs being fallible, there were many times when a chef would mess up. Elizabeth Falkner, for example, was so engrossed in talking to me (I’m very engrossing!) while candying her bacon for a puntarelle and candied bacon salad that at one point I interrupted our conversation to ask: “Is that pan supposed to be on fire?” We had a good laugh about it, and the remarkable thing is how quickly she recovered. The fiery pan went in the sink, a new pan went on the stove, and just a few minutes later we had a beautiful pan of candied bacon ready to go. The lesson is: no one cares if you mess up in the kitchen; it’s how you recover that matters most.





Jonathan Waxman



Chef-owner, Barbuto New York, New York


Up in the air the salad goes—arugula, multicolored cherry tomatoes, olive oil, and lemon juice—and down it splashes, most of it landing in the big metal bowl, as I intended, and some of it sloshing over the side. Chef Jonathan Waxman, with a bemused look on his face, says, “Good. Now try again.”


We are in the kitchen of Barbuto, Waxman’s West Village restaurant, and as the summer sun streams through big glass windows, the master imparts his culinary knowledge to me, his eager student. Waxman, who’s often credited with introducing California cuisine to New York City in the 1970s and who mentored a young Bobby Flay, is a born teacher. Instead of showing off his legendary cooking chops during our time together, he has me do everything. I came here to learn from the master and, apparently, the best way to learn how to cook like a master is to actually cook.


So Waxman has me begin with a large red heirloom tomato.


“You’re going to cut the core out with this knife,” he says, handing me a large chef’s knife with a long blade. “Hold it like a pencil and you’ll get laser accuracy.”


I carefully maneuver the knife around the core, Waxman looking over my shoulder and correcting my grip before I hurt myself. Then he has me repeat the process with several more tomatoes, after which I dice them.


I ask questions and Waxman tells me I worry too much. The edict seems to be “Don’t take this too seriously,” even though the food we’re making, when it’s finished, is pretty serious.


We proceed to a stove, where Waxman shows me how to tip a whole bottle of olive oil upside down, stemming the flow of oil with my thumb. The oil heats in a pan, and then I add eggplant, which I also have diced myself.


“Don’t shake the pan yet,” he warns. “You lose heat and disturb caramelization.”


When the eggplant’s browned all over, I add tomatoes to the pan and then add gnocchi to a separate hot pan. “How long does the gnocchi cook?” I ask.


“Why do you need to know that?”


“Umm … I guess so we can time the sauce to finish when the gnocchi finishes?”


Waxman shakes his head. “People shouldn’t look at clocks when they cook. You don’t time it; you just feel it.” Indeed, when the gnocchi is brown and feels like it’s done, it goes into the pan with the tomatoes and eggplant, along with some scallions and a Fresno chili. Voilà: the alchemy of lunch.


And so it goes as I prepare several dishes (including that salad in the big bowl) that we ultimately serve to Waxman’s staff. Waxman doesn’t say much—he just watches me—and by the time we’re done, I feel empowered and remarkably capable.


By trusting me to do everything, Waxman makes me a better cook.
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“Cooking’s the opposite of science: it’s alchemy.”




Waxman’s Kitchen Know-How


WHEN YOU’RE FINISHED chopping something, like a tomato, don’t lift it into a bowl; place the bowl beneath the cutting board and slide it in. That way nothing—the juices, the pulp—goes to waste.


IF YOU’RE CUTTING something that wants to roll around (like an eggplant), slice an edge off and create a landing strip to keep it steady.


NEVER STARE at a pan while you’re waiting for something to cook. “Staring at a pan is like staring at a cat,” says Waxman. “Don’t do it.”






Gnocchi with Eggplant and Tomatoes
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Serves 4


Summer ingredients rarely want to be cooked, but this is the dish to make when you want to coax deep flavor out of the eggplant and tomatoes that you bring home from the market. You can’t be afraid of fat here; the butter and olive oil are essential for cooking the eggplant. “It soaks them up,” explains Waxman, “and they help it cook properly.” The gnocchi itself can be store-bought and frozen; it’ll brown straight from the freezer in a pan of hot fat and finish cooking in the sauce.


Extra virgin olive oil (about ½ cup)


1 medium eggplant, cut into medium cubes


Kosher salt and freshly ground black pepper


Unsalted butter, at room temperature (5 to 6 tablespoons)


2 large red heirloom tomatoes, cored and cut into a large dice


1 pound store-bought gnocchi*


1 Fresno chili*, minced


1 scallion, chopped


Coat a stainless-steel sauté pan with olive oil (about ¼ cup). Raise the heat, and just before it starts smoking, add the eggplant and don’t move it around. Season with salt and pepper. After a few minutes, when the eggplant has had time to color, shake the pan. If the eggplant is sticking (and it very well might), add a knob of butter (let’s say 1 tablespoon) and shake the pan again. Let the eggplant keep cooking until it detaches, and then toss the eggplant around by shaking and flipping it in the pan. Lower the heat slightly.


After a few more minutes, when the eggplant is golden brown on all sides, take a large piece out and cut into it. Taste it: if it’s cooked all the way, or almost all the way, you’re ready for the next step. This is a good time to adjust the seasoning too.


Add all the tomatoes and their juices. Season with more salt and pepper, add a glug of olive oil, and toss.


While that’s simmering, start the gnocchi. In another sauté pan, heat 3 tablespoons olive oil and 2 tablespoons butter until very, very hot (almost to the smoking point). Add the gnocchi and shake the pan to make one even layer. Season with salt and pepper and allow the gnocchi to cook until it caramelizes, about a minute. When it’s golden brown on one side, toss the gnocchi over using a spoon and cook on the other side. (Careful: as it heats, the gnocchi will become delicate.)


To finish, add the gnocchi to the pan with the sauce, along with the Fresno chili, scallions, another tablespoon or two of butter, and a splash of water. Toss on medium heat (careful not to break up the gnocchi) and then pour onto a large platter. Serve hot.




* Even though there’s a recipe for homemade gnocchi in this book, that gnocchi is too delicate to hold up to this intense cooking technique.







* If you can’t find a Fresno chili, try using a red jalapeño or, if you’re a heat fiend, a habanero.






Arugula Salad with Heirloom Tomatoes



Serves 4


“People are too scared when they make salad,” Waxman told me. “You have to relax, think about ingredients.” This salad has just a few ingredients, and that’s the way Waxman likes it. “People overload salad,” he continued. “They put in mustard, shallots, all that crap. But the best salads have the fewest ingredients.” Because there are so few ingredients in this particular salad, source the best you can find (tomatoes are best in late summer). Tossing them all in the air isn’t just a way to show off; it prevents you from damaging the lettuce and tomatoes with salad tongs.


A dozen heirloom cherry tomatoes (preferably multicolored), sliced in half along the equator (with the stem as the top of the globe)


1 large red heirloom tomato, diced


2 to 3 big handfuls of arugula (washed and spun dry)


Extra virgin olive oil


Lemon juice* (a few squeezes from 1 lemon)


Kosher salt and freshly ground black pepper


Put the tomatoes and the arugula in a very large bowl. Use your thumb to stop the top of a bottle of olive oil and turn it completely upside down. Drizzle a generous amount of oil over everything until it’s lightly coated. Squeeze the lemon into the bowl and sprinkle salt and pepper over everything.


Now toss: flip the tomatoes and greens on themselves by making a swooping motion with the bowl (much like flipping an omelet). Taste for salt, pepper, and acid and adjust. Serve quickly, before the acid from the lemon wilts the arugula.




* Waxman slices around the core of the lemon as you would the core of an apple; this results in lemon segments that are easier to juice and that have fewer seeds.






Fish Stew with Cod, Swordfish, and Mussels



Serves 4


The first time I ever made a seafood stew, it was a disaster. I overloaded a pot with fish and potatoes and left it on high heat for so long that half an hour later, the fish was so overcooked it resembled Sally Field’s performance in Not Without My Daughter. The secret to Waxman’s remarkable fish stew (which he talked me through, improvisationally, after a fisherman delivered an enormous portion of swordfish) is that you only need to cook it just enough.


Extra virgin olive oil


2 cloves garlic, smashed*


1 large shallot, minced


1 baby fennel bulb, stems cut into small pieces and the bulb diced (if you can’t find baby fennel, use half a regular fennel)


Kosher salt and freshly ground black pepper


1 medium fillet of swordfish, skin cut off, cut into cubes


1 medium fillet of cod, skin left on, cut into cubes


6 to 8 mussels*, scrubbed and debearded


6 to 8 heirloom cherry tomatoes, sliced in half


½ glass (about 2½ ounces) white wine*


Juice of ½ lemon


1 to 2 tablespoons unsalted butter


Heat the olive oil in a medium pot on medium heat and add the garlic and shallot. Cook briefly, until aromatic, and then add the fennel. Season with salt and pepper and continue to cook, tossing occasionally, until tender.


Add all the fish, season again, toss, then add the mussels, tomatoes, wine, lemon juice, and butter. Cover the pan and shake. Cook for a minute or two, until the mussels open and the fish is just cooked inside.


Pour onto a large platter and serve hot.




* Waxman is very particular about how to smash garlic properly. Place a clove on the corner of the cutting board, hover the flat end of a chef’s knife over it, and then punch the blade with the bottom of your fist. The garlic should be smashed so thoroughly, it looks practically minced.







* Nothing’s worse than finding grit in your mussels. To ensure that this doesn’t happen, soak the mussels in a bowl of cold water with a spoonful of flour in it an hour before cooking. The flour helps draw out the grit; rinse the mussels off before using.







* When I asked Waxman what kind of white wine, he scoffed, “It doesn’t matter!” Though, I suspect, if prodded, he’d agree that a dry white is preferable to something fruity.








Angelish Wilson



Chef-owner, Wilson’s Soul Food
Athens, Georgia


In 1981, when she was twenty-nine years old, chef Angelish Wilson offered to help her dad—a man who spent his life working two jobs, building railroads and cutting hair—fulfill his dream of opening a restaurant. “Daddy loved to cook and have gatherings,” she tells me at a table in that very same restaurant, thirty years later. “We already cooked big at home. We just had to add a little more.”


Cooking big, it turns out, isn’t just Wilson’s business philosophy, it’s her life philosophy. After she and her brother Homer took over the business in 1992, Wilson let go of her dream of becoming a nurse and embraced her role as a leader and a feeder of her community here in Athens, Georgia. (She’s prominently featured on the Web site of the Southern Foodways Alliance, an organization that celebrates the diverse food cultures of the South and that honored Wilson in 2006.)


“A lot of students come here from UGA,” says Wilson as she begins prepping her famous fried chicken. “They all call me Mamma.”


One look at the steam table, and you can see why so many flock here to fill their bellies. Compartments overflow with collard greens, macaroni and cheese, squash casserole, fresh corn, and green beans, all of which Wilson makes from scratch. “We knew when we opened that we wanted to serve a home-cooked meal,” says Wilson. “This is where everyone could come to have a good time.”


During pecan season, customers are known to bring Wilson fresh pecans from their own trees, which she turns into her classic pecan pie. When she makes chowchow, that punchy peppery Southern relish, customers come with jars to fill from her master batch.


Clearly, for Wilson, cooking big is a way to constantly surround herself with people. And nothing works better on that front than turning on the deep fryer and adding chicken.


Wilson’s fried chicken is pretty remarkable in its simplicity. Pieces of chicken are seasoned with salt and pepper and allowed to sit for a few hours. Then Wilson takes each piece of chicken, dunks it in water, and rolls it around in all-purpose flour. The water has two functions: it rinses off excess seasoning and it helps the flour stick. She places the chicken in 370-degree oil and cooks it for twenty minutes.


“Don’t drop the chicken in,” she warns. “Place it in.”


When the chicken comes out, it’s covered in a crispy, crackly golden crust. She serves me up a plate with more chicken than I can eat, a huge heap of her vegetarian collard greens, a spoonful of the spicy chowchow, and, like a trophy on top, a hot piece of corn bread. Wilson handing me this plate feels like a big hug.


And a big hug is what I get when it’s time to leave.


Wilson, who hasn’t had the easiest life—her fiancé passed away and her son was recently declared legally blind—proves that food itself only goes so far. It’s the spirit with which you make it and serve it that matters most.
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“You’re gonna ask me, ‘How long does it cook?’ and I’m gonna say, ’Til it looks pretty.’”




Wilson’s Kitchen Know-How


IF YOU WANT to impart chicken flavor to a recipe but don’t want to use stock, save the juices from the roasting pan after you’ve finished roasting a chicken. Add some water, turn up the heat, and stir to work in the bits from the bottom, but don’t reduce too much. Save the liquid and use it to flavor casseroles and other recipes that call for stock.


WHEN USING a frozen piecrust (and there’s no shame in that), there are a couple of ways to dress it up so it looks like the real thing. Step 1: Brush the top crust with softened butter; that’ll help turn it brown in the oven. Step 2: For a sweet pie, sand the top with sugar, to disguise any unattractive spots and give it an extra sparkle.


TO MAKE an intense lemonade, here’s a trick: use real lemons, water, and sugar and then add a tablespoon of lemonade powder. The small amount won’t be detectable but will amp up your lemonade flavor that much more. Also, add a teaspoon of lemonade powder to cherry pie to impart a citrusy kick.






Vegetarian Collard Greens



Serves 2 to 4


Collard greens are almost always flavored with some kind of pork product (usually a ham hock or tasso), but Wilson has so many vegetarian customers, she came up with a version of collard greens that has no meat at all. (“And you don’t miss the meat, do you?” she asked me when she served me a big heap. The answer was no.) Turns out Wilson’s secret ingredient is a commercial product that’s readily available almost everywhere: Lawry’s Seasoned Salt. Add the greens a handful at a time and keep in mind that they really cook down, so buy more than you think you’ll need.


2 to 3 big bunches of collard greens


2 tablespoons Lawry’s Seasoned Salt (or more, to taste)


A pinch of kosher salt


A big pinch of freshly ground black pepper


A pinch of crushed red pepper flakes


A pinch of sugar


1 onion, finely chopped


Wash the collard greens really well under cold water. Remove and discard the tough stems and slice the leaves; then wash the leaves again under cold water in a strainer (it’s essential to get all the dirt off).


Fill a large pot with water (about 8 cups) and bring it to a boil. Add all the seasonings—both salts, the pepper, the red pepper flakes, and the sugar—and taste the water to make sure it’s flavorful. Add the onion and the collards, a handful at a time.


Lower the temperature slightly and cook the greens for at least 15 minutes until they’re tender. You can only know by tasting them. As you taste, adjust for salt, pepper, red pepper, and sugar. When the greens are cooked to your liking, serve ’em up with a spoonful of spicy chowchow.



Chowchow



Makes a very big batch (good for sharing with friends!)


This isn’t so much a recipe as it is a formula, a way to turn peppers and cabbage into a spicy relish. The level of spiciness is entirely up to you. When I tried Wilson’s chowchow for the first time, my eyes nearly popped out of my head it was so hot. My own version, which you might call “Wimpy Northerner’s Chowchow,” contains a mix of spicy peppers and bell peppers to make it tamer. Some might want to include green tomatoes in the mix (which is traditional); if you do, just chop a few and add them to the pot with a splash more vinegar and sugar. Try mixing chowchow with mayo and putting it on sandwiches. It makes a killer spread.


1 cabbage, chopped into big chunks (discard the tough bits of core)


1 pound assorted peppers* (jalapeño, Fresno, banana, bell, whatever you like), roughly chopped (seeds and membranes removed)


4 onions, roughly chopped


2 tablespoons kosher salt


1 teaspoon freshly ground black pepper


½ cup sugar


1 teaspoon whole allspice


1 cup cider vinegar


Crushed red pepper flakes (optional)


Start by cooking the cabbage in a pot of boiling water. Cook it for just a few minutes; you want it to still be firm, and cooking it just helps it blend later on. Use a spider to remove it to a bowl of ice water. Dump the hot water out of the pot, but don’t clean it: you can use that same pot to cook the chowchow.


In a food processor, in batches, blend the peppers, the cabbage, and the onions just until you have a nice chunky texture (you don’t want it too pulverized). It should look like confetti.


Add all the blended vegetables to the pot with the salt, black pepper, sugar, allspice, and vinegar. Bring to a boil, lower to a simmer, and cook for 1 hour, stirring every so often. (You don’t want it to get too dry; so if necessary, add more vinegar.) Make sure to taste as you go: Does it need more sugar? More salt? More heat? If it needs more heat (unlikely!), you can add a pinch of red pepper flakes too.


After an hour, when the chowchow has thickened somewhat and there’s less liquid than when you started, take it off the heat and let it sit at room temperature for 3 hours. This helps the flavors develop.


If you plan to use the chowchow right away, put it in a clean jar and store it in the refrigerator. If you want to put it up for later, follow the canning directions. Serve with collard greens.




* I prefer using a few red jalapeños, a few green jalapeños, and an orange bell pepper (for color).






Fried Chicken
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Serves 4 to 6


I’m a big fryer of chicken, and I’ve done it all kinds of ways. I’ve soaked chicken in buttermilk, I’ve flavored the base with garlic powder and cayenne pepper, I’ve pan-fried it, I’ve oven-fried it; you name it, I’ve done it. This method, which is in many ways the simplest, is now my go-to method. Season the chicken with just salt and pepper, giving it some time to seep in, and then dip it in water, roll it in flour, and fry it in very hot oil. The water is the most unexpected and unusual step, but it’s one of those mysterious recipe things you just trust once you do it. As always, when deep-frying, watch the oil: you don’t want it to bubble over, so use a Dutch oven or a stockpot and only fill it halfway. Add the chicken one piece at a time, monitoring the bubbles. If the oil is bubbling up high, be patient and fry the chicken in batches.


1 to 2 (4-pound) chickens cut into drumsticks, breasts, thighs, and wings*


Kosher salt and freshly ground black pepper


1 to 2 cups all-purpose flour


1 quart vegetable oil


Three hours before you want to fry, clean the chicken: get rid of any feather remnants (you’d be surprised; they’re there) and organs (like heart or liver). Pat the chicken very dry with paper towels and then season all over with salt and pepper. Cover and refrigerate until 1 hour before frying, then remove from the refrigerator and bring to room temperature.


Set up two bowls: one full of room-temperature water, the other full of the flour. Also, start heating the oil. In a large stockpot or Dutch oven, pour in the vegetable oil. (It shouldn’t come up any more than halfway; ideally, it’d be a third of the way up. You don’t want that hot oil to bubble over!*) Using a deep-frying thermometer, heat the oil until it reaches 370°F.


Now, piece by piece, dip the chicken in the water and then in the flour (the water helps the flour stick). Make sure the chicken is thoroughly coated in flour; you don’t want water to come in contact with the oil. Carefully lower the floured chicken into the oil and cook for 15 to 20 minutes, turning every so often, until, when you cut into a piece, the meat is all white and not at all pink. (The breast will cook faster than the legs or thighs.) Use the thermometer to maintain the oil temperature between 365 and 370°F.


Use tongs or a spider to lift the chicken to a plate lined with paper towels and then serve* very hot. If you’re planning to fry chicken again soon, you can allow the oil to cool and strain it into a container, where it will keep for several weeks.




* Knowing how to cut up a chicken is a skill worth having; it’s cheaper than buying chicken in parts and also is better because the chicken will be fresher. Use a sharp knife and start by cutting off the wing at the joint where the wing meets the body. Then use the knife to separate the thigh and leg together, bending the chicken around to find the joint. Once again, bend the chicken to find the joint that attaches the leg to the thigh and cut that apart. Use a pair of kitchen scissors to cut out the backbone; then you’re left with the breast, which you should cut in half both vertically and horizontally. When you’re finished you should have 10 pieces of chicken for frying (2 legs, 2 thighs, 2 wings, and 4 pieces of breast). Save the backbone for stock.







* The oil could catch fire if it bubbles over and could spread all over your kitchen, so be very careful when deep-frying.







* Try serving it with honey; it’s not necessarily traditional, but it’s good.






Fresh Pecan Pie
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Makes one 9-inch pie


Here is a gooey, oozy, candy bar–like pecan pie that benefits greatly from two ingredients that go well with pecans: orange zest and lemon zest. Those of you who frown upon using a frozen piecrust can use Sara Moulton’s or Gary Danko’s recipe for making your own. But the filling here is really the star of the show. In fact, my friend Ameer, who normally hates pecan pie, said this pie converted him. He went back for a second piece.


1 prepared piecrust, store-bought or homemade


1 cup Karo light corn syrup


1½ cups sugar


A pinch of kosher salt


3 large eggs


¼ cup melted unsalted butter (4 tablespoons)


1 teaspoon pure vanilla extract


1 tablespoon grated orange zest (optional)


1 tablespoon grated lemon zest (optional)


1½ cups whole pecan halves


Whipped cream or vanilla ice cream, for serving


Preheat the oven to 350°F. Place the prepared piecrust on an aluminum foil–lined cookie sheet and set aside.


In a large bowl, stir together the corn syrup, sugar, salt, eggs, butter, vanilla, and, if you’re using them, the orange and lemon zests. Once that’s homogeneous, add the pecans and make sure they’re all coated.


Pour the pecan mixture into the prepared pie shell (don’t overfill it; you want the filling to come just up to the top). Bake for 45 minutes, or until the filling is set. You’ll know it’s done when you shake the cookie sheet and the filling doesn’t wobble in the center.


Remove to a cooling rack and allow to come to room temperature. Serve with whipped cream (flavored with bourbon, if you have it) or a scoop of vanilla ice cream. Covered loosely with plastic wrap, the pie will keep at room temperature for 2 to 3 days.





Brandon Pettit



Chef-owner, Delancey Seattle, Washington


Perfection is a lofty goal for any artist, whether a painter, a dancer, a musician, or a chef.


What defines perfection? Technical precision? Yes, partly; but in art, as in cooking, there has to be something else too. Thomas Keller, in his writings, calls it “finesse.” Carrie Bradshaw, in her writings, calls it the “za za zu.” Whatever it’s called, Brandon Pettit, chef and owner of Delancey in Seattle, Washington, strives for it every day.


“A musician can spend eight hours a day on one paragraph of music,” says Pettit, who knows something about music, having pursued his Ph.D. on the subject. “The attention to detail required in music is greater than what you find in most restaurants.”


As if to prove his point, Pettit applies a musician’s dedication and focus to each of the pizzas he makes in the wood-burning oven at Delancey. When I eat there, the night before we cook together, he joins me at my table to chat; but any time an order comes in for another pizza, he leaps to his feet. He cooks every pizza at Delancey himself.


“Time slows down when I make a pizza,” says Pettit. “It takes three minutes to make a pizza, but for me, it feels like ten.”


How did this obsession begin? When Pettit first moved to Seattle to join his wife, food writer Molly Wizenberg, he was unhappy with the pizza that he found.


“Any random corner pizza place in New Jersey was better than the ‘good stuff’ I found here,” he tells me. “Pizza here was underdone; there was no char, no salt in the dough; the sauce was a cooked sauce. It wasn’t bright at all.”


At home, Pettit started experimenting with making his own pizza. He read an essay in Jeffrey Steingarten’s book about tricking one’s oven to heat hotter than normal (a scalding-hot oven is important for excellent pizza) by wrapping the thermostat with cold, wet T-shirts. Twenty minutes later, the T-shirts were on fire and Wizenberg forbade him from trying it again.


But Pettit persisted, recalling something he had learned in music school about Aaron Copland’s music teacher Nadia Boulanger. “She said, ‘If you want to write a piano sonata, listen to every sonata out there. Then pull your favorite things from all of those, pick the best, and use that in your own work.’” Pettit applied this to pizza by traveling the country and sampling the nation’s best pizzas.


“I liked the texture of the pizza at John’s on Bleecker Street in New York,” he says. “I liked the cheese from Di Fara on Avenue J in Brooklyn. The sauce from Cafe Lago in Seattle.”


The pizza at Delancey is the apotheosis of Pettit’s pizza passion. Each pie comes out crisp and crackling from the wood-burning oven (no wet T-shirts visible), the sauce bright red, the whole thing slicked with olive oil. To my mind, it rivals some of New York’s best pizza, but Pettit himself isn’t completely satisfied.


“It’s not as good as I want it to be yet,” he confesses before I go. “I’m still getting better every day.”
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“Picking the bassoon part out of an orchestral score is the same as picking out what spices are in a really good curry.”




Pettit’s Kitchen Know-How


WHEN SHOPPING for garlic, it’s difficult to know what you’re buying (especially since most garlic is aged). Though it may be impolite, the best way to know if the garlic is good is to dig your nail into it and smell it. If it smells fresh and appetizing, buy it; if not, leave it.


THE SECRET to a great pizza is the finishing oil you use to drizzle on top. You want an oil that’s fragrant when it hits something hot. At Delancey, Pettit uses an oil called Colline di Santa Cruz, available at chefshop.com (see Resources).


WE ALL KNOW that fresh ingredients are often the best, and that applies to flour too. Pettit advises that you use the freshest flour you can get when making pizza (he uses flour from the Shepherd’s Grain; see Resources). Try to track down a place near you that grinds flour fresh and then buy it from them as soon as you can after grinding. If you can’t get fresh flour, use King Arthur brand.






Homemade Pizza Dough
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Makes enough for 5 pizzas


The Delancey pizza dough recipe is proprietary, but Pettit gave his approval of this recipe I adapted from Tim Artz. In fact, Pettit has no problem with the home cook using a store-bought pizza dough. He’s less concerned with the recipe itself than he is that you treat your pizza dough properly. That means letting it rise for the requisite amount of time so the flavors can develop. That also means stretching it as thin as you can so you don’t get a big bready blob when you bake it. To know if the dough is going to be flavorful, do what Pettit does: taste it raw. Its level of saltiness and sourness will dictate how to flavor what you top it with.


½ teaspoon dried yeast


2½ cups water, slightly warmer than room temperature


2 to 2½ cups all-purpose or double-zero pizza flour, plus 2½ to 3 cups for later (plus more, as necessary)


1 tablespoon coarse salt


1 tablespoon olive oil


The night before you plan to make the pizza, mix the yeast and the water together in the bowl of a stand mixer with the whisk attachment on medium speed until the mixture is fluffy, about 1 minute. On medium speed, mix in 2 to 2½ cups of flour until the mixture is slightly thicker than pancake batter (this is called your “sponge”). Cover with plastic wrap and let it sit at room temperature overnight.


The next morning, add the salt and olive oil to the sponge and, with the mixer on medium-low speed (and using the dough hook attachment), begin adding more flour, ½ cup at a time. Let the flour fully integrate before adding another ½ cup. When the dough stops sticking to the sides of the bowl, you’ve added enough flour (it’s better to add less flour now than too much). Continue kneading the dough in the mixer for 10 to 15 minutes, until it has a smooth, elastic surface. Cover the bowl with plastic wrap and let sit at room temperature for at least 4 hours (or until the dough rises to the top of the bowl).


Divide the dough evenly into 5 pieces* (each piece should be 10 to 12 ounces), rolling each one into a round. Place them on a large oiled cookie sheet (you may want to use two because the dough expands) and cover again with plastic wrap; allow to rise, again, at room temperature for another 3 to 4 hours, until bubbles appear on the surface.


Make sure that the oven is preheated to its highest setting (usually 500°F) and that you have all the toppings ready to go: you want to do everything all at once so the pizza can slide easily into the oven.


On a floured surface and with floured hands, flatten a round until it’s a circular shape. Stretch it out and then, using the back of your hands, lift the dough up and continue to stretch it out. Allow it to rest on your knuckles and let gravity do the work for you, rotating it around and around as it continues to stretch. If you’re brave, you can toss the dough in the air to stretch it; but it’s not necessary. What is necessary is to get the dough as thin as you can get it before topping it. The thinner it is, the faster it’ll cook and the crisper it’ll be. If you’re using a pizza stone, make the dough into a round shape. If you’re using a cookie sheet, stretch it into a large oval to cover the length of the sheet.


When your dough is stretched very thin, lay it on a wooden pizza peel coated with a little flour (you can also use cornmeal here) or on the cookie sheet. You’re ready to proceed to any of the following pizza recipes. (You can use this same dough for the calzone.)




* Any dough you don’t use can be wrapped tightly in plastic wrap, frozen, and defrosted overnight in the refrigerator for use the next day.






Pizza Sauce



Makes enough for 2 to 3 pizzas


The flavors in this pizza sauce are big because they mellow as they cook. When you taste the sauce it should be slightly too salty and slightly too acidic. At home, it’s also important that the sauce add big flavor to the pizza because you’re compensating for your oven’s lack of heat (a commercial pizza oven goes up to 800 or 900°F; you’re lucky to get your home oven up to 500°F).


1 (28-ounce) can whole, peeled


Alta Cucina or San Marzano tomatoes


Red wine vinegar (optional)


Kosher salt


Sugar


Dry oregano (the kind that they sell on the stalk)


1 clove garlic, pressed through a garlic press*


Strain the tomatoes* and place them in a large bowl.


This is where you have to use your palate to guide you: If the tomatoes are very acidic, don’t add any vinegar. If they’re not very acidic, add a splash. Continue flavoring the tomatoes with a big pinch of salt, a pinch of sugar, a light sprinkling of oregano, and the garlic.


Using a hand blender, blend the mixture until it’s the consistency of a chunky tomato soup. (A regular blender will get it too watery and a food processor would leak.)


Taste the mixture and adjust to make it slightly too salty and bright. Use immediately or store, refrigerated, for up to 3 days.




* If you don’t have a garlic press, use a knife to mince the garlic the way Gina DePalma does for her bagna cauda. Use salt to help you make a paste.







* You can use the tomato liquid to make an excellent sauce for pasta. Just add it to a pot with a pat of butter, a clove of garlic, and a pinch of salt and simmer until thick.






Margherita Pizza



[image: image]


Serves 2 to 4


There are two secrets to an excellent Margherita pizza (named after Italy’s Queen Margherita and visually representative of the colors in the Italian flag): (1) good tomato sauce (see Pettit’s pizza sauce) and (2) the best olive oil you can afford, drizzled on the pizza hot out of the oven. In summer, Pettit adds garden-grown basil at the end of cooking; in winter, he uses greenhouse basil and adds it right before the pizza goes into the oven.


Homemade Pizza Dough


1 cup Pizza Sauce


1 ball fresh mozzarella


4 or 5 fresh basil leaves


Good olive oil (to add before cooking)


Excellent olive oil (to finish pizza)


Get the oven as hot as you can get it (most likely, 500°F). If you have a pizza stone, place it in the cold oven and allow it to preheat for at least 30 minutes.


Pour some sauce onto the center of the prepared pizza dough and spread it out with a ladle, taking it close to the edge. You want just a thin layer of sauce or your pizza will be soggy.


Using your fingers, break apart the fresh mozzarella over the pizza surface and scatter around whole fresh basil leaves. Drizzle with the good olive oil.


If using a pizza stone, open the oven and carefully shimmy the pizza from the pizza peel onto the stone’s surface. If using a cookie sheet, place the pizza in the oven.


Bake the pizza for approximately 10 minutes*, until the cheese is brown and bubbly and the crust is golden brown.


Remove from the oven and slice into wedges or squares (a pizza cutter is handy for this). Drizzle with excellent olive oil, and eat it hot!




* It helps here to have an oven with a window because you don’t want to let heat out as you check the pizza. Time it so that if you do have to open the oven, you do it toward the end of cooking rather than at the beginning.






The Brooklyn Pizza



Serves 2 to 4


This is a balanced, nuanced version of the classic New York–style pizza that inspired Pettit to open Delancey in the first place. You may be surprised by the brands of cheese Pettit suggests—Polly-O? Grande?—but he assures me that the best pizza makers in the country use these brands too because they have so much flavor. When you serve it and your family asks what kind of pizza you made, tell them, with your best New York accent, “It’s a Brooklyn pizza, you got a problem with that?”


Homemade Pizza Dough


1 cup Pizza Sauce


½ cup aged mozzarella (look for Polly-O or Grande brand), cut into ½-inch cubes and pulsed in the food processor


1 ball fresh mozzarella (Grande or Lioni brand)


Good olive oil


½ cup freshly grated Parmesan cheese


Get the oven as hot as you can get it (most likely, 500°F). If you have a pizza stone, place it in the cold oven and allow it to preheat for at least 30 minutes.


Pour some sauce onto the center of the prepared pizza dough and spread it out with a ladle, taking it close to the edge. You want just a thin layer of sauce or your pizza will be soggy.


Rub the aged mozzarella between your hands and sprinkle over the pizza in a thin layer. Pinch off chunks of the fresh mozzarella and scatter around. Drizzle with olive oil and place the pizza in the oven, either from the paddle onto a pizza stone or via a cookie sheet.


Bake for 10 minutes, or until the cheese is brown and bubbly and the crust is golden brown. Remove from the oven and sprinkle with the Parmesan. Cut into wedges or squares and serve.



Sausage and Pickled Pepper Pizza



Serves 2 to 4


If the first two pizza recipes are a welcome taste of the familiar, this is a pizza that takes you by surprise. It’s really a beautiful study in contrasts: the meaty, fatty sausage against the zingy, spicy pickled peppers. You could probably buy commercially packaged pickled peppers (something like pickled jalapeños), but making your own pickled peppers is so easy and so worth it. Even though you may be tempted to, don’t overload the pizza. Less is more, even when it comes to pizza.


A splash of olive oil, plus more for drizzling


3 or 4 links of pork sausage, out of the casing


Homemade Pizza Dough


1 cup Pizza Sauce


½ cup aged mozzarella (look for Polly-O or Grande brand), cut into ½-inch cubes and pulsed in the food processor


1 ball fresh mozzarella (Grande or Lioni brand)


A scattering of pickled peppers*


Heat the olive oil in a sauté pan and shape the sausage meat into a patty*. Cook the sausage on both sides until slightly browned on the outside and still pink in the middle. Remove the sausage to a plate and allow to cool.


Get the oven as hot as you can get it (most likely, 500°F). If you have a pizza stone, place it in the cold oven and allow it to preheat for at least 30 minutes.


Pour some sauce onto the center of the prepared pizza dough and spread it out with a ladle, taking it close to the edge. You want just a thin layer of sauce or your pizza will be soggy.


Crumble the sausage on top of the pizza sauce and then sprinkle with the aged mozzarella, pinches of the fresh mozzarella, and a scattering of the pickled peppers (depending on how hot and vinegary you like it). Drizzle with olive oil and place in the hot oven (either on the pizza stone or on a cookie sheet) for 10 minutes, or until the cheese is brown and bubbling and the crust is golden.


Remove from the oven, drizzle with olive oil, and cut into wedges or squares. Serve hot.




* Memorize the recipe for pickled peppers; not only are they great on pizza, they’re great in eggs (deviled, scrambled, over easy), on chicken, in chili, you name it. It’s as simple as this: buy a pound of red chilies (Fresno, red jalapeños; they don’t have to be red, but the red adds nice color), seed them, and slice them into ¼-inch rounds. Place them in a bowl with 2 shallots, thinly sliced. Bring 2 cups white wine vinegar to a boil with ½ cup sugar, 3 tablespoons water, 2 sliced garlic cloves, and a big pinch of salt. Pour the boiling vinegar over the chilies, cover, and let stand for 5 minutes. Uncover, cool to room temperature, and pour into a jar. They’ll keep like that for several weeks in your refrigerator.
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