


[image: ]



[image: Illustration]


‘Food is our common ground, a universal experience’

James Beard

For my family.
And for all the hungry women.
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How to Use This Ebook

Select one of the chapters from the main contents list and you will be taken to a list of all the recipes covered in that chapter.



Alternatively, jump to the index to browse recipes by ingredient.



Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between related recipes.



You can double tap images to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen.
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INTRODUCTION

It’s 30 degrees, around 8pm on a Friday night, and I’m on the hunt for fried chicken. Not just any fried chicken. I’m in Memphis, Tennessee, so naturally, I’m after Gus’s World Famous Fried Chicken. In my guide book, a lone dollar sign signalling cheap eats and a review proclaiming something along the lines of ‘If you don’t go here to eat, you may as well have not even come to Tennessee because this chicken will change your life’ means that there is no way I’m leaving on the Greyhound tomorrow without eating some. So, after creepily trotting behind two women who mentioned ‘chicken’ and ‘die happy’, I find it. Chequered table cloths, plastic plates, cookies wrapped in clingfilm at the cash register being sold for a dollar – Toto, I’m not in Kansas or Crystal Palace anymore – I’m in nirvana. I’m in the deepest of the Deep South and I never want to leave.

I have been in love with all things American for as long as I can remember. There is not a moment in my life when I was not watching American TV, eating American food, travelling the States, listening to American bands – it shaped me more than just during my formative years. I’m still as obsessed with the entire culture, history, politics, cuisine and language of this nation. When I was three, my family and I moved to Sarasota, Florida. From Singapore, to Thailand, to Indonesia and Belgium, we bounced around a lot, so the small town of Sarasota, Florida, was another stop on our itinerant youth. Sarasota is the home of the Nick Bollettieri Tennis Academy, which churns out the town’s second biggest export, after Tropicana Orange Juice. It was the juice that brought us here, as my dad worked for the company. My mum likes to remind us how on hot, dry days you couldn’t go anywhere without being smothered by the marmalade-y, burnt orange cloud hovering over the sleepy town. Both nauseating and nostalgic – kind of like thinking about an ex-boyfriend or remembering teen haircuts. When we hopped off the plane in the steamy, stormy, Sunshine State, that – was – it. I had found a place where Barney the Dinosaur played on repeat (teaching me everything I know today), where the Magic Kingdom was only an hour away and where slices of pie were the size of a young child. The sun bleached my light-brown hair and our sponge-like brains and chameleon accents became full-on U.S. of A. ‘Mummy’ was now ‘Momma’, ‘trainers’ now ‘sneakers’ and me, ‘Miss America’ – a title given me by my dentist, which I’ve decided to have etched on my gravestone.

America became home and the food became my go-to cuisine. Everything we ate had a story, a reason for existing that went so much deeper than the need to eat. Pateli’s Pizza, our favourite local haunt, was started by an Indian family who, after realising a gap in the market, stuck an ‘i’ on the end of their name and proceeded to make some of the best pizza around. If that’s not the American Dream, I don’t know what is. It was the same with the Amish cafeteria my mum loved to go to, for their ENORMOUS pies. I think the rule is, if the whipped cream isn’t at least triple the height of the pie, you’re not doing it right. Clouds of white, pillowy cream, sweet, salted, roasted peanuts and the shortest pastry – no wonder by the time we zipped back to Europe my cheeks were more hamster-like than ever.

And this is what I was so drawn in by and what I love so much about American food.

Every single dish has a story behind it, a reason for being that runs deeper than any other cuisine I can think of.

One of the greatest things about American food is the roots that ground it in the past and connect it to the present. I am an out-and-proud, full-blown history nerd – studying it through school and university, and now I genuinely dread the idea of a probably paying $5 for something named after the New Orleans dock workers – people who used to ask for scraps at the back doors of restaurant kitchens after a shift, too broke to go inside and order something. If you’re making a lobster roll, you are cooking the exact ingredient that was so plentiful in the early days of the Maine settlement, that it was used as bait to catch cod – I almost cried with despair when I discovered this. Imagine all those lobsters. For COD?!

This food is not just traditional, or old-fashioned, or typical. It is a living connection to the past. More so than art, or music, or architecture – everybody eats.
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Like James Beard said ‘Food is our common ground, a universal experience’. He also said that ‘Too few people understand a really good sandwich’, so, clearly, he was a genius. There is nothing else that someone from the tiniest village in Thailand to a businessman in Austin, Texas, has in common more so than food. Everybody enjoys food in one way or another, and it is this that, I think, showcases what people’s lives were really like, and are really like. You can tell a lot about someone from the company they keep. You can tell even more from what they eat for lunch with that company.

So who am I, right? Like, who is this chick? I’m not American, I’ve got no family there and, apart from always being on the look-out for a guy with a green card, I’m not about to move there right this second. Although if anyone knows of a job opening…

Well, all I can say is that if the US wants to get rid of me, they better call security because I’m going to be like the crazy ex-girlfriend at the wedding. Sticking. A - Round. I lived in the States as a kid and went back to work at Walt Disney World in Florida when I was twenty. I have travelled more parts of the US than I can honestly remember and have spent an embarrassingly large amount of time reading about, listening commute longer than two minutes without my Stuff You Missed in History Class podcast. Almost every single American dish, right down to the exact variety of potato used or grape harvested, isn’t just there by chance. If you’re eating a po’ boy sandwich, you’re to and generally studying up on all things American. So I like to think I’m quite clued up. Let’s say I wouldn’t be able to take on a tenured teaching post in US history, but I would pick it as my special subject for Mastermind. Somewhere in between.

I am so truly an Americophile that there is nothing to me that would be dreamier than packing up, moving to a cabin somewhere deep in the Smoky Mountains, cooking, reading and writing about the US for the rest of my days.

My history teacher in school was a hell of a woman. She was intelligent (as you would hope), well travelled, encouraging, keen for debate – one of those people you are always just a little bit afraid of but equally want to impress. Paula Hailstone wasn’t fluffy around the edges. She wasn’t one to say ‘You tried your best and that’s enough’. She was one to say ‘Try harder, study more, read more, understand deeper’. It wasn’t enough to scratch the surface of history; with her, you had to know why something happened, when, why did it matter, who was affected, who else could be affected – in short, everything to do with the subject. ‘Depth of knowledge’ was the phrase pounded into us and I’ve remembered it all this time for a reason. It’s not enough to just think that snickerdoodles are a funny name for a cookie, or that a po’ boy is just a sandwich – you have to understand and respect the way these foods came to be and the people that brought them into existence. There would have been a German family who left everything behind to sail the week-long journey to the US, settled in New England and baked foods that reminded them of home, while trying to readjust to a completely new life. Those Schneckennudel, or cinnamon-raisin buns, became snickerdoodles and in turn, established themselves as part of a totally new baking culture, unlike any other in the world. You have to understand and respect these dishes as a way of respecting the people who created them. They were real people, who lived real, difficult lives, and the food we have should be shown the admiration they deserve.

I have found so much joy in cooking these recipes, researching their backgrounds, learning about their creators, and sharing them with my friends and family.

I suppose that’s what I’m drawn to most about American food – the fact that it is totally about sharing.

Food is spread out on a table, with dishes passed back and forth, everyone piling their plates high and arguments erupting over who gets the last yam. Ahhh, family. There is no separation between what’s mine and what’s yours. It’s ours and it’s collective. American food is exactly that – belonging to everyone and adored by all.




THE BUILDING BLOCKS OF THE AMERICAN TABLE

This list is my personal opinion of what constitutes the very core of what it is to eat the food of the USA – bearing in mind it is a country more diverse than anywhere else in the world with a vast food culture. There will no doubt be those who disagree with this list, but I feel it is a great way to gain a little insight into what the soul and spirit of American food is, regardless of whether it has an Hispanic, Native American, Jewish or English origin.

MEAT

Trying to think of a barbecue without beef, pork and chicken is impossible. Trying to think of Thanksgiving without turkey? Or Christmas without ham? What is this unwinnable challenge?!

America and meat are almost synonymous. Without cattle, pigs and chickens, you would be hard-pressed to chart a true path of American cuisine. In a way similar to Australia, the vast empty plains of the USA were wide open, literally, for farmers to graze large herds of animals on, slaughtering them and making an impressive business in the meantime. It also meant that meat was a lot cheaper in the New World than back in Europe, where smaller lands meant smaller yields and higher prices.

So meat is typically a much more egalitarian ingredient than in other parts of the world, where it was pricey and prized, in equal measure. The fact that you could have bacon for breakfast, roast chicken for lunch and meatloaf for dinner shows how meat was for the masses, not just the elite.

It varies, like anything, hugely in quality, but the very universality of it gives an insight into something very interesting about the American table – no food is out of bounds, no food is exclusive, no food is too good for you. So bring on the bacon.

BUTTERMILK

Buttermilk is so essential to American cooking, and baking in particular, that you simply CANNOT bake authentically without it. Having tried to substitute it with everything from cream to yogurt to just regular milk, it’s that buttery by-product you need to make it all taste right. And there’s a science to it. Buttermilk is naturally acidic, because it ferments while the cream that will be churned into butter separates and floats to the top of whatever vessel you are holding the milk in. (Although these days it tends to be cultured en masse and boxed up for sale because, well, we’re not living on the prairies anymore.) This means that when it’s mixed with bicarbonate of soda (an alkali) it fizzes and foams, and produces CO2 that makes your baked goods rise up. Your cakes will end up being lighter than air and fluffier than you could ever imagine. It makes for a tender crumb in biscuits and a dangerously delicious crispy fried chicken coating.

It’s hard to say why buttermilk is still so commonly used in the States, but I would put it down to the fact that it hasn’t been so long since those frontier-families were pushing West and making do with traditional cooking techniques. If you had to make your own butter by leaving it to ferment, you would probably shove buttermilk into everything too. So the fact that this tradition is still quite close to modern cooking techniques might help to explain the prevalence of this delectable dairy product in recipes, where in other parts of the world we have let it fall by the wayside.
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CHILLI



To ignore the Latino, and in particular, Mexican influence on US culinary history, would be to ignore one of the largest and most important parts of it. Spanish colonies played a key role in shaping American history, holding control over what we know today as Florida, California, New Mexico and Texas, among others. And their influence in these areas is immense. To look at houses in Southern Spain is almost like looking straight into Pasadena, California. And the flavour profiles are just as steadfast.

Chillies find themselves in all sorts of aspects of US food – from hot sauces, to pizza toppings, to tacos, salsa and beyond. They have spread much further than just Mexican cuisine, diversifying along their route. The chilli spice of Creole cooking, for instance, is musky and preserved, echoing a history based around shipping foods down the Mississippi river, and so needing them to last. The heat of New Mexican is fresh and fiery, with no hint of letting up for those not used to the punch. Whereas in California, you have the appropriately named ‘Anaheim’ chilli that scores low on the Scoville scale but high on flavour, for the less red-blooded among us.

To imagine American food without chillies would be to imagine it without that undertone of piquancy that carries each dish through. You might not realise it, but like the best friend in a romcom, it was there all along.

SYRUP

Like corn or yams, maple syrup was harvested and enjoyed by Native Americans long before European settlers even thought about pouring it over pancakes. It was a natural sweetener and seasoning, as well as being harvested to provide much-needed energy and calories to get through harsh winters.

Nowadays, maple syrup is breakfast. Pancakes, waffles, bacon, oatmeal, hams – they all get a gloss of the golden stuff. It was (as with a lot of native foods) the European settlers who latched on to maple, tapping and turning it into an industry for export and profit. Maple syrup then spread across the entire United States – far beyond its original North-Eastern parameters – becoming fully entrenched in the American storecupboard. But maple syrup also became a symbol of abolitionism, when anti-slavery campaigners boycotted the sugar cane and molasses of the South to instead wave the maple flag of freedom. Maple was natural, it was produced with paid labour and was available for all.

There are a lot of people who only see the unhealthy side of American food and believe me, there is one. But there is one in all cuisines, and to focus on it exclusively would be to ignore the balance and delicate flavour of these ingredients. Maple syrup is rich, earthy, warming and nutty, with so much more to offer than just saccharine sweetness. The thought of having a short stack of pancakes without that glorious amber nectar?! Please, don’t scare me.
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SMOKE



Smoke is one of the oldest methods of preserving foods, especially meats, and was used by the Native Americans way before Europeans even thought there was a New World. Because there is such an abundance of great smoking wood trees in the States, such as cherry, hickory, apple and maple, smoking soon became an art. You would be hard-pressed to travel through the States today and not come across some form of smoked meat – be it brisket, ribs, chicken…

Smoking in the Southern States tends to be hot smoking, but at a fairly low temperature (usually 90–120°C) for an untold amount of hours. This means you get the charred, earthy flavour as well as slow cooking the meat itself, hence why tougher cuts like brisket, ribs and pork shoulder are most often found in barbecue food. This type of smoking needs a purpose-built smoker, outside where the excess can escape easily and you can leave it running for as long as you need. So it’s a little tricky to try at home. However, you can easily build your own stove-top smoker, which will do a similar process but much faster – usually in about 30 minutes. Or try liquid smoke, which is quite literally condensed barbecue smoke. It’s made in a very similar way to how spirits are distilled, where you heat a liquid to steam (or smoke) and then cool it rapidly, turning it back into a liquid. It’s super-intense in flavour and if you add a few drops to your dish, you can have all the effect of the grill and none of the mess.

FISH

Because America is so vast and so many of the States are land-locked, it can be easy to forget the coasts. East- and West-coast America have some of the best fish in the world. You couldn’t go to Maine and not have lobster, and it doesn’t bear thinking about to go to California and not have fish tacos. Fish is such a staple protein and a fantastic example of how sometimes a cuisine is not best shaped by techniques, processes and refinement, but by the quality of the natural ingredients found on its shores.

Right down to the Bayou, fish and seafood have often been so popular because of their cheaper price. By their nature, wild fish don’t require farming or feeding and so can be plucked right out of the ocean and sold for whatever they’ll fetch. Or at least this was how it used to be. As towns and cities grew and people needed to be fed, these once-cheap fish were priced higher and higher and so became much more of a luxury.

But fish is still a keystone of American cuisine, and not to think of it in this way would be a crying shame. After all, this is the land of surf ’n’ turf, clam bakes and lobster broils. America would not have flourished without the incredible produce found in its lakes, rivers and oceans, and so is most definitely a building block of the archetypal American table.

CORN

For anyone who has seen the Disney version of Pocahontas, you will remember that classic scene where the princess offers a corn on the cob to John Smith when he bluntly tells her that him and his ship-sailing buddies are looking for gold. That one snippet of historical cartoonism shows just how fundamental corn is in the American diet, both Native and New.

Corn, or maize, is the staple grain of the USA, growing naturally and in abundance. The US is number one in the world for corn production, with Iowa dominating the state-by-state production figures. And somewhat incredibly, 95 per cent of all corn-producing farmlands are still family owned! Pretty amazing, if you ask me.

Corn finds its way into every part of the American diet, through breakfast muffins, to cornbread and grits, to lemon chess pie and hushpuppies – there is no way you can go to the States and not eat corn. Like pumpkin, corn is often offered up at Thanksgiving as a kind of vegetable truce or symbol of peace at the shared dinner table between Native Americans and new settlers. I don’t know how effective an image or offering that is, considering the very difficult history that was to follow, but what I do love about corn and why I feel it’s so intrinsic to the American diet is that shared experience of it. America may run on Dunkin’ but it lives on maize.
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RICE



Rice may not come to your mind when you think of the typical American table, but without it you are blindsiding a huge part of the Deep South that lived off rice, both as an income and foodstuff, for centuries.

The grain came over to the USA in the seventeenth century along with African slaves. The boggy, hot lands of Georgia and South Carolina had the ideal conditions for growing it and plantation owners saw a gap in the market that few others were competing for. The slaves, who had grown rice back on their native continent, brought with them expert techniques in planting, harvesting and storing rice, making significant profits for their owners. The variety of grain grown most commonly during this time was ‘Carolina Gold’ which says more than a little about the value of that white grain.

Rice production died out with the end of slavery, but its importance to American cooking did not. Because rice could be sold in large quantities as cheap filler, it flourished in the states where it was grown, particularly in peasant foods like jambalaya and gumbo. Poorer people embraced the grain as a way to stretch more expensive ingredients, and in turn, made it totally intertwined with the culture and cuisine of their region – notably Creole cooking. You can’t eat Creole food without rice and you can’t appreciate its importance without knowing where it came from and why.
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1

BAGELS WITH HOME-CURED LOX AND SCHMEAR

OLD-FASHIONED WAFFLES WITH MAPLE BACON

RED VELVET PANCAKES WITH CREAM CHEESE DRIZZLE

NEVER-FAIL PANCAKES WITH BANANAS FOSTER

BLUEBERRY AND CINNAMON PANCAKES

LATKES WITH CHILLI TOMATO RELISH AND FRIED EGGS

REDNECK EGGS BENEDICT

MARCELLUS’ CORN MUFFINS WITH WALNUT PRALINE CRUNCH

HAZELNUT CHOCOLATE TOASTER TARTS

QUICK AND EASY CORNBREAD

WHITE CHOCOLATE, CRANBERRY AND BLUEBERRY SCONES

CHALLAH FRENCH TOAST WITH CARAMELISED APPLES AND WALNUTS

PISTACHIO, HONEY AND GINGER GRANOLA

APPLE FRITTERS WITH GOAT’S CHEESE AND HONEY



Is there any meal in the world more wonderful than breakfast? Answer: no. For so many, many questions, the answer is simply ‘breakfast’.

‘I’m dying from this hangover, nothing in life has hurt this much, I can’t move… How can I make it through this Thursday?’

Breakfast.

‘I have to get to work at 4am tomorrow because someone dropped out and they need cover. What could possibly make this worth my time?’

Breakfast.

‘It’s a Friday night, I have a date with Netflix and Ben & Jerry’s, but I feel like I’m missing something… What is it?’

Breakfast. (Granted with this one, you could substitute Friday for any day of the week.)

That meal, first thing in the morning or just after two o’clock in the afternoon if you’re doing your Sunday right, is just glorious. It can be so special if you take a little time to give it the attention it deserves. Now, I am the first one to reach for the cereal bowl at five to eight in the morning when I’m falling out the door to make it to work on time, but come on people! Let’s give brekkie a little love for once. After all, it treats us so well.

I don’t know about you, but a nice breakfast always gets me in such a good mood for the day. Because good breakfast, in whatever Freudian-psycho-Doctor-Phil way it figures, transports me back to holidays. If it’s pancakes and waffles, I’m right back at Disney World, aged five or twenty-three, eating Mickey Mouse-shaped waffles drowning in maple syrup, with piles of golden, glistening bacon. Or if it’s French toast, it’s the weekend, and I have a day off where I can make what is essentially a dessert, for my most important meal of the day. Or if it’s eggs Benedict, then that’s Christmas, kid! It whips you right back to that happy place, for at least as long as your plate’s full.
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