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Introduction


Tomatoes are the most popular fruit in the world. Yes, fruit. Even the fact that most of us know and use them as a vegetable is a nod to their versatility and alluring complexity. There are literally thousands of varieties of tomatoes, and their diversity in flesh, flavor, size, and color articulate a range that’s unmatched by most other fruit. I’ve yet to try one I didn’t love—from the sweet, firm flesh of cherry tomatoes to the musky, meaty richness of many heirlooms.
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When I first started conceiving my recipes, I realized how I—and probably most of us, really—rely heavily on tomatoes in the kitchen. They can do the work of saucing, fortifying, or perking up meals any time of day. They’re the centerpiece of innumerable versions of pizza (yes!) and pasta (yum!), not to mention all the soups, stews, and salads. My go-to Any-Day Red Sauce is one I rely on often, especially on those I-don’t-know-what-to-make kinds of nights. A can of plum tomatoes has saved my dinners more times than I’m able to count.

Speaking of cans, eating tomatoes isn’t just about the fresh ones that arrive in late summer. Farmers’ market fruit is obviously unmatched. But living in New England, that’s not how I eat them most often, and I’m guessing many others don’t either. We enjoy so many dishes that involve tomatoes year-round that I wanted to make a book that reflected reality, from the sunnier months all the way through the overcast days when your best bet is something you can grab from the shelf and put in a bag. There are recipes here that take advantage of and acknowledge all the ways we eat for real, including delicious tomato products that have an extended shelf life. Yes, I’m talking canned tomatoes, sun-dried tomatoes, tomato paste, and even ketchup. All of them can lend great umami flavor.

I’ve included many classic dishes, but this book is definitely not a comprehensive collection. Instead, I hope it provides you with the sort of practical, (mostly) everyday recipes you can and will want to return to again and again. I encourage you to try, tweak, and just generally be inspired by the recipes in this book, which include some of my all-time favorites as well as some newer ones. Now get cooking!
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Tomato Varieties


You could fill an entire book just listing all the varieties of tomatoes, so I’ve narrowed it down to the ones I use in this book and what you’re likely to find in the grocery store. Obviously, the best fresh fruit will always be whatever you can get your hands on locally in season, but this list takes into account that late summer doesn’t last forever!


Beefsteak

A large, bulbous, mildly flavored, and meaty tomato that’s great for slicing, sandwich making, and unadulterated eating. Off-season they can be mealy or mushy, so don’t bother with these outside of summer.


Campari

Larger than a grape or cherry tomato but still on the smaller side, Camparis are sweet, fleshy, and well suited for all sorts of dishes. You should be able to find them nearly year-round at the grocery store, and the flavor is somewhat reliable even in cooler months. Their larger cousins, “tomatoes on the vine”—the perfectly shaped, ruby red tomatoes sold in clusters of three or more—are also perpetually available and offer similar traits.


Cherry and Grape

Cooks often use these interchangeably since they’re similar in size, but there are some differences. Cherry tomatoes are tiny globe-shaped fruit and tend to be super sweet. Grape tomatoes are also quite small, but they have a more elongated shape and balanced flavor that’s as much tomatoey as it is sweet. Grape tomatoes tend to be easier to find off-season. Both varieties have a similarly firm flesh and work well in raw and cooked dishes.


Heirloom

It’s not fair to lump the many, many varieties of heirloom tomatoes into one category, but here we are! For the purposes of this book, this category refers to any of the incredibly tasty, often gnarly looking or otherwise uniquely shaped and/or colored fruit that you find at the farmers’ market during late summer. They’re not great for everything, but boy are they delicious! Use them raw or cooked.



Roma


Perhaps the most ubiquitous of all grocery store tomatoes, Romas (also known as Italian plum tomatoes) are the long, medium-size fruit you see overflowing in the produce section. They are a favorite variety for canning due to their shape and have a meaty flesh and nice amount of flavor. Like other varieties, they’re versatile, but I like them most in recipes that call for chopped tomatoes since they don’t have many seeds. But beware—out of season, they can often be mealy or bland.


Cooking with Fresh Tomatoes

There are few foods worse than a tasteless tomato! The best way to avoid less-than-desirable fruit is to stick to buying them fresh in season or opting for conventional varieties known for their consistent sweetness and flavor (looking at you, Campari!). But like anything in nature, there are no guarantees. Here’s how to choose the best.


	Look for blemish-free skin with no cracks or punctures.

	The fruit should be heavy for its size and have a fragrantscent.

	If purchasing tomatoes on the vine, the leaves and vine of the fruit should appear fresh and still have a deep green color.




Storing

In general, tomatoes shouldn’t be put in the refrigerator—especially if they’re still ripening. Most fruit should be left on the counter out of direct sun, ideally in an environment that’s not too hot. If your tomatoes are already ripe and you’d like to save them for an extra day or two, put them in the fridge to slow the ripening process.


Prepping

You’re likely well practiced in chopping and slicing, but there are a few other prep techniques that pop up in this book.

Squeeze and chop. I like to use this method for smaller varieties (like cherry, grape, and Campari) that would otherwise be difficult to seed and core with a tool. To do it, gently squeeze the fruit over a sink or bowl to push out the seeds, then chop as desired. There’s no need to trim an end of the fruit beforehand.

Seed and core. Tomato seeds have a distinct bitter flavor. They can be tasty, but they’re not a good match for every recipe. To remove them, slice the fruit in half or into quarters and trim or scoop away the seeds, pulp, and tough core. A small measuring spoon works well for scraping away seeds that are hard to reach.


Grate. This method comes in handy when you’re trying to make a saucy dish or coax the juiciness out of fresh fruit. To do it, trim the stem end of a medium or large tomato. Working over a bowl, use the large holes of a box grater to grate the fruit. Most of the skin will remain intact and can be tossed.

Wedge. This cut works well for salads and other composed dishes. To do it, trim away the stem end of the fruit, if needed (I usually trim and core tomatoes only if they’re large). Halve the fruit lengthwise. Lay one half cut-side down on your cutting board and slice the fruit lengthwise into wedges.
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Cooking with Pantry Tomatoes

There’s no shame in using canned tomatoes, and depending on the time of year, they may be your best bet. Personally, I prefer them over fresh for some recipes like the Any-Day Red Sauce because their flavor and quality are always consistent—welcome traits in any ingredient. When it comes to choosing the best canned tomatoes, whole ones are always the way to go (more on that below).

In addition to canned whole tomatoes, there are lots of tomato products that offer both reliability and convenience. The Sweet, Spicy, Smoky Barbecue Sauce starts with ketchup, as does the tastiest barbecue sauce I’ve ever eaten (shout-out to you, Mom!). And both tomato paste and sun-dried tomatoes are easy shortcuts for adding deep tomato flavor to all sorts of dishes.

Not every pantry item is the same, though, and it’s not just about quality. Ingredients like herbs, salt, spices, and sugar—just to name a few—can vary greatly from brand to brand and change the taste of a given product as well as your final dish. I have listed some of my own favorites here. Recognizing that tastes can be subjective, you should experiment with different brands and ingredients to see which ones you like best.



Canned, Boxed, or Bottled Tomatoes


I like to start with whole tomatoes no matter what I’m making. You will not find any recipes here that call for packaged, prechopped tomatoes. That’s because most of those commercial products contain chemicals that allow the tomatoes to hold their shape even after they’ve been cooked. They won’t break down well, and the additives make for an inferior-tasting product. Trust me on this! Always use whole tomatoes and chop or purée them as needed. In addition, always read the labels carefully to make sure you’re not purchasing ones that have added ingredients like basil, garlic, or tons of salt—a frustrating discovery I’ve made many times in the middle of cooking! I like San Merican Tomato (S.M.T.) whole peeled tomatoes best.


Ketchup

Aside from canned tomatoes, this is the one tomato product I feel most strongly about in terms of brand. I prefer Heinz Tomato Ketchup because it’s got a nice balance of acid and sweetness, a smooth texture, and, in my opinion, it tastes the most ketchup-y, which is what you really want, right? I like to use it as a base for barbecue sauce and, of course, as a condiment alongside a basket of hot, salty fries.


Tomato Paste

You can use this to give your dishes more depth and umami flavor. It’s also a great emulsifier, which makes it a surprisingly tasty addition to salad dressing (check out the Southwest Quinoa Salad). Purchase it in cans so you can easily portion and freeze it. To do so, scoop tablespoon-size mounds onto a parchment paper–lined baking sheet or plate and freeze. Once solid, you can put them in a ziplock freezer bag to keep for months and remove them one at a time as needed. Voilà! No wasted tomato paste.


Sun-Dried Tomatoes

There’s a whole bunch of flavor packed in sun-dried tomatoes, and a little goes a very, very long way. They can be purchased dry or packed in oil. Both are good, but the latter will save you some time in rehydrating, and depending on the brand, it might also mean a little extra flavor from herbs, garlic, and/or spices added to the jar. What’s more, you can use the flavorful oil they’re packed in as part of your cooking. Purchase the highest-quality halved (not chopped or sliced) ones you can find.



[image: Various cans of tomato sauce and jars of homemade sauces]






Breakfast & Brunch


Shakshuka with Extra Vegetables


Makes 4 servings


There are so many good things about this North African dish, not the least of which is its versatility. The poached eggs give it a breakfast-y feel, while its savory, herbaceous tomato sauce makes it a strong dinnertime contender (at my house we serve it both ways). For this version I added chickpeas and kale to make it a more filling main. After you’ve scooped the eggs onto plates, bring the pan to the table to enjoy what’s left over family-style, with lots of extra bread.
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Ingredients


	
3 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil

	
1 large red bell pepper, chopped

	
1 large yellow onion, chopped

	
3 garlic cloves, minced

	
21⁄2 teaspoons smoked paprika

	
11⁄2 teaspoons ground cumin

	
11⁄4 teaspoons kosher salt

	
1⁄2 teaspoon freshly ground black pepper

	
1 (15-ounce) can chickpeas, drained and rinsed

	
1⁄2 small bunch Lacinato kale, ribs removed, chopped

	
1⁄4 cup packed chopped freshmint

	
1 (28-ounce) can whole tomatoes

	
4 eggs

	
1⁄4 cup crumbled feta cheese

	
2 tablespoons packed chopped fresh parsley

	Pita or sliced hearty bread, for serving
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