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			These are the blazing days and you are asked to love


			—Rebecca Gayle Howell, from “A Calendar of Blazing Days”


		


	

		

			TO DIANNE, who is my strength, my heartbeat, my magic


			TO ARDEN, who whispers to me the best stories ever


			And to anyone who has ever crossed an ocean to plant a seed


		


	

			Introduction


			One of the most fascinating cookbooks I own is a small spiral-bound booklet called Favorite Southern Recipes, published in 1937 in Lexington, Virginia. It is a collection of recipes with no introduction or headings; no author’s name is given. The recipes appear in paragraph form, are sparsely worded, and are written in a mechanical tone that assumes the reader has a working knowledge of the kitchen. The booklet includes recipes for everything from Crumb Pudding to Welsh Rabbit to an odd but delicious breakfast dish of eggs poached in milk. At the bottom of the table of contents is a sentence that reads, “Some of the recipes in this book were copied from Mrs. Robert E. Lee’s book of recipes in her own handwriting.”


			Though I don’t doubt that Mary Anna Custis Lee was a competent cook, I’m also pretty sure she had a good deal of help in her kitchen. Favorite Southern Recipes, having been produced after her death, does not give credit to anyone else. The only indication of who might have been responsible for the recipes is the small black-and-white cover photo depicting an elderly African American woman in a servant’s outfit: a dark collared shirt, white waist apron, and mobcap. She is standing stiffly in front of a white picket fence. The look on her face is empty, haunting. She is not smiling. Nowhere in the booklet is it explained who she was or why she is on the cover. 


			I’ve thought a lot about this nameless woman. I’ve thought about the stories she could have told us. What if the cookbook had been written in her voice? What if she had been allowed to tell her story through the recipes that were most likely her inventions? It would have made this booklet more than just a collection of recipes; it would have given us a rare window into the life of a slave. Sometimes, when I read the recipes, I get a glimpse of what her life might have been like. When a recipe for corn pone tells me to mix water-ground cornmeal and cold water into a mixture that can be worked through the fingers, I see her hands working the batter, not the hands of Mary Anna Custis Lee. I hear her voice telling me to fry the oblong bits of corn pone—she would have been too busy to bother with measurements—a little at a time in a skillet with hot oil or lard. I see pots of collard greens and okra tomato stew simmering on the stovetop. I imagine pies cooling in a cupboard and pickles being preserved in jars. I wonder if she had children, and if they helped her in the kitchen. I see her imagined life, both tragic and uplifting, told through nuggets of the corn pone as they fry in the skillet. 


			Today’s cookbooks are much different from that slim booklet from the past. They not only give the name of the author but tend to focus on his or her narrative. This says a lot about who we are as a culture now; we care about the person behind the recipes. For us, it is important to know as much about the cook as we do about his or her dishes. Cookbooks are living traditions. They reflect back to us who we are, as individuals, as a culture. It was the French gastronome Jean Anthelme Brillat-Savarin who first wrote, “Tell me what you eat and I shall tell you what you are.” I can modify that to fit our modern times: show me your recipes and I can tell you who you are.


			When I wrote my first cookbook, Smoke & Pickles, back in 2013, I reflected on this idea a lot. It was a two-year process, writing that book. To research it, I read hundreds of cookbooks—everything from Apicius to Mrs. Beeton’s Book of Household Management to Edna Lewis’s The Taste of Country Cooking. For that book, I wanted to create recipes for the home cook, but I also knew I had to tell the story of how I had gone from being the child of Korean immigrants in Brooklyn to a Southern chef in Kentucky. It’s an unconventional story, and I knew it would be an important one to explain why I cooked the food I cooked. You see, I would not be the chef I am today without the influence of both my heritages: my Korean childhood in Brooklyn and the traditions of Southern food I’ve learned to love. Because my life has been an improbable journey from Canarsie to Kentucky, an unlikely coupling of Korean and Southern cuisine, I am fascinated by other unlikely couplings that make up the narrative of life in America. 


			The title of this book, Buttermilk Graffiti, is poetic shorthand for my life. Buttermilk is the iconic ingredient of the American South, one that I not only learned to cook with but grew to love. Graffiti is the art form that first inspired my identity, the thing that connects me to the memories of my youth in Brooklyn in the 1980s. Each word by itself is important but one-dimensional. When they come together, though, they become the full story of who I am. If my food were just one or the other, it would be fine, but it wouldn’t be as uniquely layered. 


			While I was on tour for Smoke & Pickles, I visited a lot of places. It was the first time I got to experience this country on a rigorous schedule, visiting city after city, day in and day out. I could be in Milwaukee one day and then New Orleans the next, and with each new town, I saw the culture of America unfolding before my eyes. The experience gave me a perspective I’d never had before. There were many lonely nights spent in airport bars or walking unfamiliar streets, and it was during that tour that the seeds of this book germinated. I ate great food everywhere I went, but more than that, I listened to beautiful, unlikely stories told by people from many walks of life, stories that were not necessarily about food but that helped me put what I was eating into a greater cultural context. I think about the town of Lowell, Massachusetts, and the Cambodian immigrants who are creating a lasting influence on the city’s cultural and culinary landscape. It is a fascinating example of the American dream and a new American cuisine that is cropping up all over small towns everywhere. But that story of Cambodian immigrants is incomplete without the tale of an Irish boxer who fought his way out of the poor tenement housing projects to become a local legend and owner of the best bar in Lowell. On the surface, the two stories have nothing to do with each other; but to me, they are inseparable. They give texture to a time and place in America where we are witnessing one culture give way to another. Just as my life has been an unlikely progression from graffiti to buttermilk, I see the soul of a city like Lowell linked by a boxer and a chef of Cambodian cuisine. The connection may not seem evident at first, but it exists and will forever shape the history of Lowell. 


			I cannot eat a dish without wondering who cooked it and what her story is. For me, the discovery of a great dish is not the pinnacle; it is just the beginning. The fun part is figuring out how a cook creates a dish, and why. Was she out of the ingredient called for in a recipe and improvised? Did he embellish a dish plucked from a childhood memory? There is always more to the story than the ingredients on the cutting board. These stories, I believe, are the building blocks of a new American cuisine, one taking root all over the country. 


			I love food made by immigrants. Not only is it delicious, but it often has all the elements I look for in a recipe: simplicity, resourcefulness, frugality. More important to me, though: it is often made by those whose voices have been overlooked. I’ve met a lot of immigrants along my journey through the food world, and they all had a story to tell. Some were new to this country; some could trace their American lineage back hundreds of years. All of them, however, have contributed to the evolving story of American cuisine. 


			This book is the story of American food. It is a recollection of people and places that help paint an image of where we came from and where we’re heading. So much of what we think of as “traditional” American cuisine is being challenged. We are witnessing a reshaping of the food landscape, and it is thrilling to some, obscene to others. And that is when it becomes interesting to me—when that tension between two vastly different cultures creates something new. 


			The story of American food is one of transformation. Any international cuisine changes once it lands on the shores of America. I am reminded of my own family’s journey to the United States from South Korea and how important it was for my parents to protect their culinary identity in a world that was foreign and often bewildering. But they also had to improvise with unfamiliar ingredients that were readily available to them: tomatoes, eggplants, and new varieties of cabbage and spices. I’m fascinated by this raw instinct to preserve. I’m less interested in what my parents’ food looked like back in the mother country than I am in what happened to it once they’d brought it to Brooklyn and it had to coexist with that of other cultures, when their kimchi had to be made with Jamaican chili powder instead of Korean chile flakes. 


			The intersection of food and culture happens in strange and beautiful ways. In the book, I travel to places such as Clarksdale, Mississippi, where I meet a pair of Lebanese sisters who sell wigs and make cabbage rolls, and a nightclub owner who sells contraband whiskey. I would never have thought that these two worlds could collide, but in this Mississippi Delta town, they do.


			In Paterson, New Jersey, I learn about the multilayered melting pot of Peruvian food while chasing the ghosts of retired soccer players. In Montgomery, Alabama, I challenge a pair of sisters who run a soul food restaurant to a Korean food–eating challenge. 


			The words authenticity and tradition are bandied about a lot in the food world. Authenticity, which we often use when defending our narrow culinary views, can be a hindrance, a means of exclusion, a distortion of history. Whenever a cookbook exhibits the tagline “Authentic recipes from the American South,” I always ask myself, What South are you talking about? Pre-colonial South? Plantation South? Post-colonial? Post–civil rights movement? Paula Deen’s South? The immigrant South? All are part of the complicated history of the South. None can claim a true authenticity. Authenticity is a word I rarely use, and one I never give credence to. Tradition, though, is used to describe nostalgia. It is a sister to authenticity, and yet wholly different. We are nothing without our traditions. Our identities are formed from them. I have never been conflicted about the beauty of the traditions my family follows. I still eat Korean rice cake soup on New Year’s Day, as was the tradition in my house when I was growing up, and I also love Thanksgiving dinner with all the trimmings. I cherish the importance of passing along both these rituals to my daughter. 


			The danger with tradition is when it is given authority, when it demands “authenticity.” Words such as true, genuine, and real will then quickly enter the discussion. These words reek of a sanctimoniousness I’ve never thought belonged in the food community. My kimchi bologna sandwich is just as tasty as your mortadella muffuletta, and your tofu cacciatore is just as good as your mother-in-law’s version from Tuscany. In the short but incredibly rich history of American food, we are all writing our own encyclopedia entries. Yes, we naturally gravitate toward what is popular, what dominates culture, but I want to fill the voids in between. I want to help tell the stories that have rarely been told. 


			One untold story from my childhood is not about food but it shaped me as a person and, eventually, as a chef. It is about a forgotten graffiti artist named Smith, who eluded the law for a decade in New York City. He started out as part of a duo with his brother, David Smith, who went by Sane. Together, they were Sane Smith. The two were ubiquitous in New York City in the 1980s. Before there was Banksy or Shepard Fairey, there was Sane Smith. The brothers covered the city like a plague. At first, they were unspectacular, just two writers among thousands of derelict kids throwing up paint on the city’s walls. But these two were competitive with each other. What started out as a hobby soon became an arms race between the brothers. Sane became more artistic and complicated in his tags, while Smith turned his “art” into a relentless mission to tag his name on every surface across the five boroughs. Rumors began to swirl that Smith was not one person but an army of minions—it seemed impossible that he could be in so many places at once. The average New Yorker on his way to work probably did not notice Smith tagged up on every corner of the city, but the tags were everywhere: on park benches, subway tunnels, tenement roofs, scaffolding high above the Brooklyn Bridge. His message was clear: graffiti was never about being the best; it was about dominating in a way that made others throw their Krylons in the air with a sigh of defeat. 


			As a young, aimless teenager, I followed Smith pretty obsessively, while I tried my hand at tagging. I admired his relentlessness. I wanted him to explain to me how his world worked. But I never found him. I never ran into him on a cold, damp night, tagging a pristine wall. Sane died in a mysterious subway accident. The city cracked down on graffiti and Smith drifted off into obscurity. I exchanged my own Krylons for a set of kitchen knives. They were the same thing to me. The kitchen was just another place to paint anonymously. After all, throwing up a tag that hid one’s identity was not so very different from being a nameless, faceless line cook pouring sauce onto pretty plates of food in the kitchens of trendy restaurants. And maybe nameless, faceless line cooks are not so different from the nameless maid gracing the cover of that booklet of Southern cooking that sits on my shelf. Yes, she was anonymous, but that does not mean she loved her food any less. 


			This connection between graffiti artists and that Southern cook brings me all the way back to my present-day life, in Louisville, Kentucky, where I continue to ask myself where I belong in this long, winding narrative of Southern food. 


			Recipes come to us from all parts of a culture, not just its cuisine. This is why your Polish grandmother’s cabbage rolls are the best—because they come with a story that often has nothing to do with the rolls themselves. Perhaps she got the recipe from her grandmother, so when you make them, you feel a connection going back five generations. It’s why my grandmother’s kalbi jjim recipe reminds me of how she used to darn the holes in my old socks while her stew, slowly braising on the stove, filled the house with a sweet and salty aroma. Ingredients are finite but recipes go on forever. And every recipe is linked to a story. Beneath the surface of any recipe is a complex tale of history and family, of time and place. 


			Take out a piece of paper and write down your current favorite foods. Maybe you can rattle off five or six. Now close your eyes and remember the dishes you ate long ago, when you were a child. Now think about the foods you love that were introduced to you by your spouse, your friends, your colleagues, or even your travels. The list gets longer. Now go back and attach a story to each one. Perhaps bruschetta reminds you of your first trip to Rome. Or a hot dog reminds you of being with your dad at a baseball stadium.


			It is in those stories that you will find the flavors and textures of who you are, and where you will find your story. If you really want to know someone, you have to eat what he has eaten. The story of your favorite foods is your culinary memoir, not a nameless collection of recipes. And that story will be part of the bigger story we all tell every time we turn on the gas and put on a pot to boil. It is the story of American food. 




				A Note About the Recipes


			You will quickly notice that the recipes in this book are not accompanied by photos.* This was done on purpose. I want you, the reader, to trust your instincts and cook the way I know you are capable of. Having a recipe published with an accompanying photo is a pretty modern invention. We have been following recipes without photos for centuries. When we don’t know what the end result is supposed to look like, the imagination is allowed to roam free and we come up with our own conclusions. Pictures are excellent guides, and can give you a goal to aspire to, but they can also have a negative effect. If you make a dish and it doesn’t look exactly like the photo, you might feel a sense of failure. I don’t want that. None of these recipes are restaurant-style dishes, so the accuracy of plating is less important than the taste of the food. I want you to pay attention to the aromas, flavors, textures, to the feel of the food in your mouth. Don’t worry if what you make doesn’t look good enough to be on the cover of a magazine. If it tastes good, you’ve succeeded. 


	


			*Having said that, if you really want to see what the dishes look like, you can find pictures of them at chefedwardlee.com or on Instagram @chefedwardlee.





	

			Chapter 1


			Pilgrimage for a Beignet


			While the rest of modern society buckles under the weight of its morality, we’ll look to New Orleans to teach us how to live with equal parts temptation, sin, and redemption. Here, excess is a ritual. Indulgence, like the humidity, fills your lungs. 


			New Orleans is a port city, founded by the French, ruled by the Spanish, bought by the Americans, and culturally impacted by West Africa, Afro-Caribbean descendants, Germans, Sicilians, and Irish. It is the most racially and culturally evolved polyglot city in America, a flawed but seductive utopia. If I lived in New Orleans, I probably wouldn’t last long. There is too much temptation for me. Even today, it seduces the young, from tourists to professional derelicts, all of whom wind up on the banks of the Mississippi searching for their idea of hedonistic abandon. For all the French Quarter’s predictable, groomed debauchery, there is still a dark underbelly that awakens in the wee hours, when the college kids have vomited up their Hurricanes and gone home for the evening. This is the New Orleans I know well. A tawdry hangout on Bienville Street is where I often end up. If Jezebel is behind the bar, she’ll fix you right up. There are still places in New Orleans that don’t exist on any map. These are the places where you can feel the tensions of being in a harlot’s town. 


			I go to New Orleans once or twice a year, mostly for charitable events. It is one of my favorite cities, and I’ve watched in amazement as it has continued to flourish after Katrina, when many doubted its survival. There are definitely parts of the French Quarter I avoid because they get so congested with tourists, but the lovely thing about New Orleans is that even the tourist traps are great. Galatoire’s and Antoine’s are delectable places to have lunch. And I don’t care how many tourists I have to fend off to get to Acme Oyster House; it is one of the liveliest joints in town. People who don’t know me don’t realize how rare this is: for me to seek out the most touristic spot in town. For example, I wouldn’t be caught dead eating in Times Square, and most deep-dish pizza places in Chicago are just not that good, but I’ll proudly stand in line for a beignet at Café du Monde, which is possibly the biggest tourist attraction in NOLA. 


			If you haven’t been to Café du Monde, it is a sprawling operation with an indoor café on one side and a large outdoor patio that buzzes under a large green-and-white canopy. It is busy all day. The line starts at the window for beignets and stretches around the patio to the street. You have to get there right when it opens to avoid a long line. I’ve been there over a dozen times, but I can’t tell you what’s on the menu because I always order the same thing: a plate of beignets and a cup of chicory coffee. If it’s too noisy inside the café, I’ll take a walk around Jackson Square. I usually end up by the Mississippi River, where I’ll just gaze out at the water. 


			Less than a five-minute walk from Café du Monde, you can find a historic home where William Faulkner spent a brief period when he was young. He was here only about a year and half, but it had a lifelong effect on him. He would go on to write some of the most praised Southern Gothic novels of the twentieth century, centered on the rural culture of his Mississippi roots, but it was here in New Orleans where he met his literary mentor, Sherwood Anderson. Faulkner lived at 624 Pirate’s Alley, writing what would become his first novel, Soldiers’ Pay. In one of his later books, he remembered New Orleans as “a courtesan whose hold is strong upon the mature, to whose charm the young must respond.” New Orleans is a city you must visit when you’re young and foolish but return to when you’re wiser and still searching for dreams. 


			For all Faulkner’s timeless stories, his lasting contribution to literature was not his descriptions of rural Southern life but how he could bend the concept of time. His novels blend memory and desire in ways that defy the rules of chronology or logic. You’re so busy trying to follow the plot that you forget to lose yourself in the beauty of the rambling words spitting across the page like watermelon seeds strewn about a dirt porch after a feast. It is a powerful way to tell a story, even if it confuses the reader on the first go ’round. Some stories are so tragic, so burdened with generations of shame and history and lies, that it’s impossible to tell them in a conventional way. 


			Some recipes are like that, too. Ask any aging matron for a Creole recipe, and you’ll get a circuitous answer—that is, if she even gives you the time of day. I have been foraging around for a good beignet recipe for years, only to get meager crumbs of anecdotes here and there. Recipes for beignets involve, by and large, the same ingredients: flour, fat, leavening, and a deep fryer. It’s the technique that differs. Every person I ask has a personal technique he swears by. It’s not that one is better than another. I’ve tried half a dozen techniques, and all the recipes pretty much come out tasting the same. The recipe is easy. I can tell you how to make bei-gnets in sixty seconds. But like any good tale, the point of it is not what happens at the end; it’s how you get there. Every time I hear a story about the beignet, it’s a little bit different. And it’s that narrative that makes the taste more satisfying. It’s memory and love with a pinch of hyperbole. 


			The story of my beignet is tied to Faulkner. I was a senior at NYU, taking a class on Hemingway and Faulkner. As part of my thesis paper, I made a trip to New Orleans. Conveniently, Mardi Gras was right around the corner. It was the first time I’d traveled south of Virginia and the first long road trip of my youth. I convinced a friend to join me on my pilgrimage to Pirate’s Alley, where I found an uninspired exhibit: a typewriter sitting on the desk where Faulkner apparently got drunk and disturbed the neighbors. The clerk gave me a souvenir bookmark. And that was it. My friend and I arrived on a Saturday, met two girls (on whom we’d spent all our money by Sunday), and come Monday, we were broke. We would be leaving on the morning of Fat Tuesday, with just enough gas money to get home, but before we left, I had my first beignet ever, at Café du Monde. I stood in line with the other tourists, sweating alcohol. My friend was in the car leaning on the horn. He’d had enough of New Orleans. He blamed me for the girls who’d cost us all our money; he wasn’t in the mood to talk. I got back in the car, and he pulled away. Slowly, I chewed through a bag of beignets while powdered sugar gathered on my chest. We didn’t start talking again until we were almost to Atlanta. It didn’t matter to me: I was thinking about Brandi the whole time. 


			I met Brandi in New York City in 1992. To pay for my college tuition at NYU, I worked at the Big Apple Diner, on the corner of Twenty-Eighth and Madison. I knew my way around a kitchen, so a diner gig was easy money for me. The breakfast shift was all I had time for. After all, I had classes to attend. Every morning, I’d arrive at work around 4:30 and light the ovens’ pilot lights. I’d mix the pancake batter and muffin mixes. Next I’d drain the sliced potatoes from the night before and start chopping vegetables for the home fries. I’d receive the bread and bagel deliveries, and bring stacks of eggs to room temperature in preparation for the breakfast rush that started at 6:15 a.m. on the dot. Later, I’d show up for my Latin class wearing a T-shirt stained with margarine and blueberry muffin mix. Everyone else in the course came from private high schools and were on their way to law school. I had to recite my conjugations while enduring what I was sure were their glances of pity and revulsion. I started to bring a clean oxford shirt to change into before class. 


			The Big Apple Diner could never keep a breakfast cook. I soon understood why. Yes, I did most of the prep work alone, but the work wasn’t so bad. It was the neighborhood I hated. Today it’s called NoMad, and the blocks are lined with high-end restaurants and boutique hotels, but there was a time when those streets were so bad that even the police stopped patrolling them. For decades, the neighborhood between Greeley Square and Madison Square Park was a large swath of no-man’s-land littered with defunct luxury hotels. If you listened closely, you could hear the ghost of the last proud bellman dropping a shiny coin in the pocket of his frayed uniform. In the early twentieth century, this was the opulent Theater District, and these lavish hotels were the toast of the town. When the Theater District moved farther north, the hotels floundered, and by the 1970s, they were mostly bankrupt and evacuated. The city had the brilliant idea of converting them into low-income housing for the homeless and mentally ill, and they became known as welfare hotels. The Martinique, which once boasted Circassian walnut wainscoting and gold tapestry panels, became an incubator of drug selling and prostitution, its walls teeming with rats and roaches. Homeless families lived in squalor and fear as drug dealers, pimps, and gangs took over the neighborhood. There were other hotels, places with lofty names such as the Prince George, the Latham, the Carter. If you lived in New York City at the time, you avoided this pit of human travesty. For decades, the city turned its gaze away from the problems there, while its downtrodden residents suffered like animals. 


			The neighborhood wasn’t so bad during the day. There were enough office workers walking about to give the streets a sense of normalcy. But in the hours before dawn, it was a lawless place, dangerous and unpredictable. In just a few weeks of working at the diner, I had gotten mugged, threatened with death, spat on, and accosted with a prosthetic leg while walking to work. Inside the restaurant, things were better, except when vandals threw bricks at the windows or tried to steal my bread delivery. 


			I got to know a lot of the prostitutes who ate there; we called them hookers back then. They came into the diner at around 5:00 a.m., looking for an egg sandwich or a hot cup of coffee with a fistful of sugar in it. We used to open early, but stopped because of all the trouble the women brought. Some were strung out, some were just thieves, and a few even tried to turn tricks in the bathroom. So we kept the front door locked until 6:00 a.m., when the first orange light of dawn sent the girls home. Still, a few of them were nice. They were usually young mothers just trying to make enough cash to get to a better place. If it was a slow night, I would buy their coffee or throw some bacon into their sandwiches without anyone knowing. The kitchen was open to the dining room, so I could see who was at the front door. If I knew the girl, I’d let her in. The owners never came in until about 7:00 a.m., so I was really the only one calling the shots until then. 


			Brandi was a cool girl. She always paid her tab and never made a fuss. She smelled like plastic carnations and bubble gum. When she spoke, her accent was Gone with the Wind meets New Jack City. She always braided her hair off to one side, which made her look young, about twenty-one, which was my age at the time. I found it unfair that I was in college while she was trying to raise a kid. 


			Brandi always left the diner before the office workers came in for the morning rush. She always ordered an egg sandwich, and I’d bump it up to a deluxe, with two eggs, cheese, and bacon. Sometimes, I’d even throw a cheese Danish into her bag. The morning waitress would catch me giving away food, but I didn’t care. They couldn’t fire me: there was no one else who wanted to work the morning shift. 


			Brandi would sit at the counter while I prepped for breakfast. We had little in common, so we talked about trivial things, such as movie stars and the weather. One day, while I was wrapping up her egg sandwich, she asked me if I was a virgin. I wasn’t, but I found her question so aggressive that I blushed. “I knew you was a virgin,” she said. After that, she called me the Virgin. It was condescending but playful. Every time she said it, there was an unspoken invitation. After all, I knew what she did for a living.


			Brandi always checked the bag of food I handed to her before she left, to see what was in it. She’d wink at me and wave good-bye. I liked when she did that. I let her use that nickname, too. Sometimes, when she said it, I forgot what she did for a living and she was just another girl being silly, flirting with me. And that broke my heart every time. 


			Around that time, I started trying new things in the kitchen, nothing too advanced, but enough to keep my mind from going numb. I stopped using the diner’s instant pancake mix and made the batter from scratch. I made lemon–poppy seed bread and banana-walnut bread. The things I made were selling nicely, and that encouraged me to expand the diner’s breakfast offerings. One morning, while I was trying my hand at fresh doughnuts, Brandi happened to be around. I gave her a warm, odd-shaped doughnut just out of the deep fryer. Her eyes lit up. 


			“This is good. Reminds me of New Orleans,” she said.


			“Is that where you’re from?”


			“Yeah. You ain’t lived till you been dere and had a beignet.”


			“A what?” I asked her. 


			“A beignet.”


			“What’s that?”


			“It’s like this,” she said, holding up the doughnut I’d made her, “but sweeter and warmer and better.”


			“And they only have them in New Orleans?”


			“Only.”


			“I’ll make one for you next time.”


			“You don’t know how, Virgin. It’s only dere. It tastes so good. You have to go to Café du Monde and have the real one.”


			“And what’s it called again?”


			“A beignet.”


			“How do you spell it?”


			“I don’t know. You the college boy.”


			“Say it again?”


			“A beignet.”


			“A ben-what?”


			“A bayn-YAY, mutherfucker. Something wrong wit yo ears?”


			One day, Brandi stopped coming to the diner—no good-bye. This was typical: the working girls never stuck around too long. It was 1993, the serial killer Joel Rifkin had finally been arrested, and the city was under pressure to clean up the streets. Even the welfare hotels were shutting down. Still, I thought that Brandi and I had had enough of an acquaintance that she would at least have said good-bye. Maybe I wasn’t that important to her. I knew in my heart that nothing bad had happened to her; she was too smart for that. I figured she’d moved on to a better situation. But it would have been nice for her to have let me know, so I wouldn’t worry. Then again, what if she had come to say good-bye? Would we have exchanged numbers and kept in touch? Maybe she had been nice to me all that time just because of the free food. Still, I missed her—and I promised myself that I would take her advice and go to New Orleans one day and have a real beignet. 


			I think about Brandi every time I go to Café du Monde. I have this crazy notion that I might even run into her one of these times. I like sitting outdoors even when it is deathly humid. I’ll walk from my hotel to the French Quarter, under the banana trees, enjoying the smell of piss being sprayed off the streets. Most of the locals tell me to go to Morning Call for coffee, but I like coming to the French Quarter early in the morning, when it isn’t overrun with tourists. On this particular day, I’m running a little late. When I get there, it’s 9:00 a.m., and the line is already stretching out onto the street. My head feels as if a small pea were bouncing around in my empty skull, and the river smells fetid. All I want is a good beignet. 


			There are many other places that sell beignets in the French Quarter but none as good as Café du Monde. A good beignet should have a pillow of hot air inside that is released when you take a bite; it should not be hollow, or dense with holes. The powdered sugar should get all over your upper lip and float into your nose such that if you make the mistake of inhaling while taking a bite, you’ll wind up coughing up powdered sugar. I like foods that punish the uninitiated. 


			The history of the beignet varies depending on whom you ask. When you research it, it is impossible not to come across its once more famous cousin, calas. The roots of the calas (sometimes referred to as a beignet de riz) can be traced back to Africa, where the calas is called togbei in Ghana, puff puff in Nigeria, and mikate in Congo, and where it is made, again depending on whom you ask, from some form of rice or cassava. Over time, the calas made its way to New Orleans, to become the dominant pastry served on the streets by Creole women. New Orleans food writer and radio host Poppy Tooker tells the story of how early twentieth-century prostitutes would dress up for Carnival and go from door to door to be served calas. Over time, refined wheat flour and the French influence mutated the calas into the popular beignet we know and love today. 


			Almost all the waitstaff at Café du Monde are from Vietnam. It is one of those unexpected intersections of history and culture that you find everywhere in New Orleans. The Vietnamese have been in New Orleans a long time, ever since the end of the Vietnam War. I watch them hustle around the tables, taking orders and making coffee. They’ve been working here for as long as most locals can remember. Rumor has it that their predominance at Café du Monde began with one waitress almost forty years ago. She still works here, one of the younger waitresses tells me, pointing out a tiny woman with white hair and pink lipstick. The older woman’s white uniform is too large on her. She is too busy to talk to me, and her English isn’t so good anyway, the younger waitress tells me. I ask her what the older waitress’s name is. She tells me “Annie,” but somehow I don’t believe her. She asks me if I’m waiting for beignets. 


			“Yes. I’d rather not wait on line.”


			“Okay. Wait here for one minute.” After two minutes, the young woman returns with a large bag of beignets. I ask her how much. She doesn’t answer; just gives me a wink. I hand her a twenty-dollar bill, and she thanks me and darts off back inside. She doesn’t return. I walk down Decatur Street shoving warm fried dough into my mouth. 


			There is only one place in New Orleans that I know of that makes calas, and they are dense and uncompromising. I go there after I’m done with my delicate beignets, to see if the calas have changed. I sit down in a small, dark grotto, and my waitress brings me a plate of dark, heavy fried dough balls. Their calas are made from cooked rice, not rice flour, and they’re not very appetizing. 


			I think about the history of Asian desserts, where rice flour was the backbone of all sweets before the introduction of wheat flour in Asia. The Korean hoedduck is basically a rice flour doughnut, a denser version of a beignet, but still delicious. It is topped with granulated sugar and eaten hot. You can find hoedduck in street markets all over Seoul. They are as unrefined as they are delicious. 


			I can’t finish the calas on my plate. I wonder if the historic calas has more in common with the Korean hoedduck than it does with this ill-conceived ball of fried rice pudding. 


			Modern Korean desserts have followed the Japanese love for cakes and pastries made in the European tradition. All over Korea and Japan, you can find tiramisu, cheesecake, Swiss rolls, and sweet custards. These desserts are all made with refined wheat flour and superfine sugar, two ingredients not native to these cultures. But then, in a curious culinary twist, in both Japan and Korea, bakers will dust green tea powder over everything sweet. Also known as matcha, the powder is the most highly prized expression of green tea. Ancient and mystical, the process of making matcha involves picking the best tea leaves grown in shade. The leaves are steamed to preserve their color and flavor, then dried out under the sun and ground into a fine powder. The powder is ritualistically whisked with hot water that never quite reaches its boiling point. In the eleventh century, the Zen priest Esai wrote an entire book devoted to tea, and since then, Japan has cultivated a modern tea culture that borders on fetishism.


			I don’t remember when I fell in love with matcha, but it was always a treat for me as a kid. It started with green tea ice cream, then green tea mochi, green tea cakes and custards. I dust matcha on everything, from chess pie to Nutter Butter cookies. (If you haven’t tried this before, you don’t know what you’re missing.) And over the years, I’ve watched green tea powder go from obscure Japanese ingredient to trendy must-have item for chefs and home cooks. I love what it does to sweet desserts, especially when the delicate matcha powder is dusted over something as humble and imperfect as a beignet. 


			After college, I quit the job at the diner. I was living on Avenue C, in New York City’s East Village, and my girlfriend at the time was a society girl from Japan. She taught me a lot about Japanese food. It seems so puerile to say that I could learn an entire culture’s cuisine because I lived with a Japanese girl, but there’s a lot to be said for spending a year with someone who loves food as much as you do. She introduced me to all the Japanese pastry shops in Manhattan. She taught me how to make a cup of matcha tea the proper way. 


			We lived together in a railroad apartment with a small garden, and we were happy for a while. Then one day, she confessed to me that she wanted to get married so she could stay in America. I didn’t marry her. Instead, with some credit cards and a loan from a friend, I opened my own restaurant. After that, our relationship devolved into a flurry of negative Post-it notes left on the refrigerator door. I started coming home at 3:00 a.m. smelling of pork and beer and someone else’s perfume. I was the unrefined one in the relationship. 


			I already knew that her father was a famous writer in Japan, and that she was well off. Then I found out that she wasn’t just wealthy; her family was worth a fortune. In other words, she was matcha, and I was a piece of shapeless dough. This made me pull away from her even more. We were too different. She ate her instant ramen with nori and shiitake mushrooms and salmon roe. I ate mine with saltine crackers and mayonnaise. I always found her naïve for thinking we could work things out. I’m sure Brandi must have thought the same about me years before. What would saying good-bye to me have accomplished? We would never have remained friends. Some worlds are just too far apart. 


			Not so with food. Food can be a bridge, and the best, most thrilling dishes can result from joining two different worlds. I have been making some version of this beignet for as long as I can remember. My version is light and fluffy and savory. I always add fruit to it. In winter, it can be Anjou pears; in summer, try ripe apricots or peaches. I drizzle the beignets with a little sweetened condensed milk thinned out with yuzu 

(a sour, tart citrus fruit). You might think I’m overdoing it, but sometimes, on a rare occasion, I’ll even put a little Nutella on the plate first. And of course, the beignet is always dusted with matcha. 


			This dessert is elegance colliding with simplicity. Unlike my relationship with that Japanese woman, its various, disparate ingredients work beautifully together on the plate. It works in a way that rarely works between me and the women I have known. 


			


			Korean Doughnuts 


			(Hoedduck)


			The Korean doughnut and the New Orleans beignet are distant cousins with the same purpose—to put a smile on your face. The dough for these doughnuts contains a lot of rice flour, which gives them a crispier crust than the typical American doughnut. The filling is different, too. The cashew nuts are savory, and the sesame seeds add a bitterness to the semisweet filling. In Seoul, you can walk through neighborhoods on a brisk autumn night and see street vendors selling hoedduck. These are panfried, and they are best eaten right out of the pan while still warm and crisp. 


			Makes 12 doughnuts


			dough


			2 cups warm water (about 112°F)


			¼ cup plus 3 tablespoons granulated sugar


			4 teaspoons active dry yeast


			2 teaspoons kosher salt


			2 tablespoons vegetable oil 


			3¼  cups all-purpose ﬂour, plus more for kneading the dough


			1¼  cups rice ﬂour 


			filling


			1 cup chopped cashews


			5 tablespoons dark brown sugar


			¼ cup black sesame seeds 


			½ teaspoon freshly ground black pepper


			1 teaspoon ground cinnamon


			5 tablespoons unsalted butter, softened


			6 tablespoons vegetable oil


			¼ cup honey 


			To make the dough: In a medium bowl, combine the water,  cup of the granulated sugar, the yeast, salt, and vegetable oil and stir well. Let stand for 10 minutes, or until foamy. 


			Sift together both flours and the remaining 3 tablespoons granulated sugar into a large bowl. Add the yeast mixture and mix with a rubber spatula or wooden spoon until well combined. Cover the bowl with plastic wrap and let the dough rise in a warm place for 1 hour, or until doubled in size. 


			Transfer the dough to a floured work surface. The dough will be very wet, and that is okay. Dust it with just enough flour so that you can handle it without it sticking to your fingers. Divide the dough into 12 equal pieces and shape them into balls. Transfer to a baking sheet lightly dusted with flour. Set aside while you make the filling. 


			To make the filling: In a medium bowl, combine the cashews, brown sugar, sesame seeds, pepper, and cinnamon and mix well. Add the butter and work it gently into the mixture with a fork until incorporated. 


			Flour your hands, take one ball of dough, and flatten it gently with your hand. Place about 2 tablespoons of the filling in the center of the dough and fold the edges over to enclose the filling. Seal the seams by gently pressing on them with your fingers and set the doughnut seam-side down on the baking sheet. Repeat with the remaining dough and filling, reflouring your hands as necessary so the dough doesn’t stick to them. 


			Line a wire rack with paper towels. Heat a large nonstick skillet over medium heat, then add 1 tablespoon of the vegetable oil and heat until hot. Put one doughnut into the pan and cook for 2 minutes, or until nicely browned. Flip with a spatula and cook on the other side for 2 minutes, gently flattening the doughnut with the back of your spatula. Flip once more and cook for another minute or so, until the top is nicely browned. Remove from the pan and place on the paper towel–lined rack. Repeat with the remaining doughnuts, adding more oil to the pan as necessary. Drizzle lightly with the honey and serve warm. 


				


		Green Tea Beignets


			Typically beignets are garnished with nothing more than powdered sugar, but I add a little green tea powder to the sugar for a refined bitterness and put some matcha in the dough as well. These beignets are pillowy and light, and I love how the bitter green tea powder cuts through the sweetness of the dough. Matcha comes in many different grades. You need only a little powder for the recipe, so make sure to use a high-quality one. 


			This recipe makes a lot of beignets. It is possible to cut it in half, but I don’t recommend it. The rise seems to suffer in a smaller batch of dough. Instead, make the full recipe and invite a bunch of friends over to enjoy the beignets with you.


			Makes 30 beignets


			⅓ cup warm whole milk (about 112°F)


			¾ cup buttermilk


			3 tablespoons sugar


			4 teaspoons instant yeast


			5 cups bread flour


			½ teaspoon baking soda


			¾ teaspoon kosher salt


			1½ teaspoons matcha (green tea powder)


			About 4 cups canola oil, for deep-frying


			garnish


			1 ripe pear, peeled, cored, and thinly sliced


			1⅛ cups slivered almonds


			2 tablespoons sweetened condensed milk


			2 teaspoons matcha (green tea powder)


			1 tablespoon confectioners’ sugar


			In a small bowl, combine the warm milk, buttermilk, and sugar. Add the yeast, stir, and let stand for 10 minutes, or until foamy. 


			In a large bowl, combine the flour, baking soda, salt, and matcha. 


			Add the yeast mixture to the flour mixture and mix until a smooth dough forms. Transfer to a lightly oiled large bowl, cover with plastic wrap, and let rise in a warm place for 2 to 3 hours, or until doubled in size. 


			Transfer the dough to a lightly floured work surface. Use a rolling pin to roll it out to about a 	½-inch thickness. Cut the dough into rectangles about 1 inch by 2 inches. Transfer the pieces to two baking sheets, spacing them 1 inch apart, and refrigerate for 30 minutes. 


			Heat the oil to 350°F in a small pot. Fry the beignets a few at a time until golden brown on all sides and puffed up in the middle, 2 to 3 minutes. Drain on a paper towel–lined plate. 


			Arrange the beignets on a large plate and scatter the plate with the sliced pears and slivered almonds. Drizzle with the condensed milk. Finish by dusting the matcha and confectioners’ sugar over the beignets. Use more confectioners’ sugar than matcha. Serve while they are still warm. 


	

			Chapter 2


			The Pugilist and the Cook


			The first clue a boxer is going down is in his legs. He gets flat-footed, and his feet start to drag. His balance is off. He isn’t quick enough to evade a punch that shouldn’t even have gotten close. He is vulnerable but tries to hide it. He throws out a few halfhearted jabs to show he’s still in this fight. Boxing is as much about bluffing as it is about technique. When a boxer loses the vigor to execute his footwork, you can bet his brain is turning to soup. His hands are not far behind. He forgets to protect his chin. In his torpor, he lowers his guard. A punch lands square in the jaw, and the fight is over. Boxing may be a sport of fists, but it’s the footwork that telegraphs a fighter’s skill, conditioning, and state of mind. But who wants to write a story about footwork? It’s not epic. It’s not sexy. Just keep telling us about a boxer’s deadly right hook.


			Understanding boxing is the first step toward knowing Lowell, Massachusetts. The last time I was here, I spent an evening at Irish Jack Brady’s bar, the Gaelic Club, listening to Brady relive his days in the ring. One of the many great fighters Lowell has produced, Jack Brady is revered here as a local legend. Every bar patron bids him good night as he or she leaves. While I was there, more than a few people went out of their way to tell me that he was the best in Lowell. 


			The best at what? I asked.


			Just the best man you’ll ever meet. 


			I’m hoping to meet up with Jack again tonight. I’ve left several messages at the bar to tell him I’m on the way, but there’s been no return call. I hop into my rented Chevy and beeline it out of Boston before the end-of-day traffic jams. I go to Lowell every time I’m in the area. It’s about an hour northwest of Boston, if the traffic isn’t too bad. There isn’t much to see once you arrive. It’s telling that when you meet the locals, their first question is “Whaddaya doing in town?,” said in a tone not menacing but bewildered. Lowell is the fourth-largest city in Massachusetts, an old mill town, with lots of factories, lots of sturdy brick buildings. It’s a town that is proudly Irish and Italian and Polish, a town of tough old men and even tougher old women. Lowell is where they filmed The Fighter, a movie about the lives of two Irish American half brothers and professional boxers, Micky Ward and Dicky Eklund, the latter known affectionately as “the Pride of Lowell.”


			Ramalho’s West End Gym, where the real-life brothers trained (and where part of the movie was filmed), is still there. It is an old-school gym with creaky wooden floors and, taped to the office walls, black-and-white photos telling the story of Lowell’s rich boxing history. I’m a hopeless romantic for places like this. 


			I live in Louisville, Kentucky, the city that produced Muhammad Ali, though I am too young to have ever watched him fight. Still, I grew up during a golden age of showmanship boxing: Sugar Ray Leonard, Thomas Hearns, and the Marvelous Marvin Hagler. I remember a time when Gleason’s Gym in Brooklyn was the center of the boxing world. When I stand inside Ramalho’s, it reminds me of that time. I drink in the sound of punching bags in vibration and the sharp squeak of footwork on a mat. I breathe in the aroma of bruised leather and decades of sweat. The nostalgia in here is contagious, even if it isn’t mine. It gives me the chills. A massive Irish flag hangs on one wall, but the kids training here these days are mostly African American and Latino. Boxing is a blood sport that calls to the most desperate young men. Most of the Irish American kids have moved on or moved out of Lowell, but the old-timers are still here, still running the gym, still watching over their town. 


			Most nights, you can find Jack Brady at the Gaelic Club. I ring the doorbell and wait for a buzzer to let me in. Jack is at the bar wearing a clean white button-down shirt and a green cap with an Irish flag embroidered on it. For five dollars, you can join the Gaelic Club, a privilege that comes complete with a membership card on green cardstock. Because the Gaelic is a private club, you can do whatever you want in here. You can smoke, you can be bawdy, you can play whatever the fuck Irish music you want, and no one’s gonna say shit. Just don’t break any of Jack Brady’s rules. He presides over his bar, whose back wall is lined with black-and-white photos of him as a fighter. “That’s my daughter who put up these pictures,” he insists. “Me? I couldn’t give a fuck about ’em. I haven’t watched a fight since I quit the ring.”


			Jack Brady wasn’t the greatest that Lowell ever produced, but he was pretty damn good. At eight years old, he fought in the Silver Mittens. He grew up in the Acre, a rough Lowell neighborhood of working-class immigrants, mostly Irish, who did the worst jobs and tried to make a good life for themselves. He came from a family of fighters; his uncle and grandfather were both fighters. At fifteen, he lied about his age so he could fight in the Golden Gloves. He tells me a story of one of his early fights. He was a young kid, small for his age and fighting men a decade older than he. One evening, as he was lacing up his boots before a fight, Dickey Gauthier, his opponent, approached him and, with a tone of disrespect, told him how he was gonna beat the holy shit out of him. Jack had only one boot on, so he took the other one and smacked Dickey across the face again and again with it until some men stepped in to separate the two. That story impressed the hell out of me. 


			“How’d the fight go?” I asked. 


			“I knocked the fucker out in the second round,” Jack says with a laugh. 


			He didn’t lose a fight until he was twenty-four. And when he did, it wasn’t because he was hungover. It was because he had lost the heart (pronounced haht) to fight. “I was done with fightin’,” he tells me. “I still had the skills, but my haht wasn’t in it no more.”


			As the evening goes on, I pick up on that word a lot. Heart. It means something to him when he sees a kid who’s got it. 


			“Bell rings, there’s only two of yous in the ring,” Jack says. “No one’s gonna come to your aid. You’re all alone. You either fight like hell or you get your ass kicked. First time a kid gets his head knocked in, you see if he’s got any haht. The ones that don’t, they go down and they stay down. You see a kid get back up and fight, that’s haht. In all my years, no one ever knocked me out. I had a chin made of cement. And I had haht.”


			He’s sixty-eight now, and I can hardly believe that the handsome man with the chiseled body in the photos is the same arthritic person sitting next to me on a barstool. But he talks like any man who has used his fists his whole life. His voice is a soft whisper with traces of menace, as if he might turn on me at any moment. When he wants to make a point, he pinches my shoulder just below the back of my neck, and I actually cringe. What time has taken away from his posture has remained in his enormous hands. His fingers retain the muscle memory of violence; his hand clamps with the force of a man decades younger. If not for his bum shoulder, he could still throw a hell of a punch. 
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