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IN MEMORIAM

Mina Yamashita

The champion of all champions

Steven Shaw

Without whom this book would not exist


FOREWORD

by Andrea Feucht

“I could be wrong. But I’m not.” —CHEF ROB CONNOLEY, early 2014

It’s a recent evening in late spring, in a modest home in Silver City, New Mexico. The dining room table is flanked with papers (mostly bills) and a laptop, but each place setting holds a plate of Salad Niçoise, garnished with pickled onions, freshly steamed asparagus, and tender Italian tuna. The chef serving this meal is not Rob Connoley of the Curious Kumquat, but rather his partner in life and cooking adventures, Tyler Connoley. Both of them are critiquing the tinned tuna and the doneness of the asparagus, as they are wont to do, with the caring that comes out of passion. Just as many happy friendships involve a little bickering, so goes the relationship with a chef and his dishes.

When they met, Tyler was a capable gourmet home cook and Rob, a curious international dabbler; the desire and ability to cook from scratch was mutual. After they moved to Silver City, both worked full time, but Rob’s kitchen tinkering grew into a life of its own at the inspiration of a “little” online community called eGullet. He participated in pastry challenges and discussed his life in a small town as a self-taught cook. All the while the makings of the Curious Kumquat were taking root.

Like countless businesses before it, the Curious Kumquat came from real problems begging for solutions. First, Rob’s lament was, “I can’t buy good cheese in Silver City.” The Cut the Cheese Club began in 1999, giving Rob a means to gather enough folks together to buy fancy cheeses so he’d be able to justify buying some himself. Other gourmet ingredients followed, and Rob had himself a little store in 2002. In 2006, the Curious Kumquat became a full-blown gourmet grocery in its own renovated building, supplying hot giardiniera and chestnuts in syrup to customers all over the region. Before long, Rob added prepared foods and cooking classes to the offerings.

Around this time, I “met” Rob via eGullet—enjoying both his well-documented experiments, like meat-based desserts, and his writing in general. One day, I finally noticed he was in New Mexico—just like me. Despite being four hours away, I was suddenly excited and wanted to meet this dude. He was just beginning to serve café food at the store; I made the trip down to meet him and take cooking classes. I wondered how to write his story to really show him off to the culinary world.

While enjoying the local community and surrounding wild lands (which included the Gila Wilderness) and brainstorming ingredients, something clicked in Rob’s head. He says, “I recognized that the Apaches were here for a long, long time and didn’t head south for the winter. That’s when I realized there must be plenty of food year-round in the Gila.” Once Rob learned from local mentors (see Building a Foraging Team, p. 26), he began to transform his menu, beginning with experimental dinners several times per year. These events were a win-win for everyone involved. Fans were happy to fork over a lump of cash for anything Rob had up his sleeve, no questions asked. Rob took that confidence (and money) and blew his creative wad on crazy experiments like beet caviar or clay-packed bison sweetbreads with pickled juniper berries. We all loved it.

Except for the headcheese. Don’t ask about that.

Back in the café, regular three-course tasting dinners were added in 2010, using techniques and inspiration gathered from the experimental dinners. Rob’s goal of becoming a one-man revolution in modernist cuisine was always on his mind. A tiny town like Silver City had just as much reason to have a nationally recognized restaurant as any other place. Period.

Even in those rarest of recipes that don’t turn out how Rob wants, you’ll find excitement. There are things to learn, flavor components to rejigger and tweak, and all of us are along for the delicious ride. Declare your belief in Rob’s cookery on the edge by fastening your safety belt and stepping toward the ledge …

[image: images]


INTRODUCTION

The phone rings in my restaurant kitchen. I answer in a loud voice to overpower the racket of compressors and fans: “I’m busy, what’s up?”

The voice on the other end says, “I’ve caught a raccoon.” Awkward pause. “Interested?”

How the hell did I become the collector for every piece of crap, living or dead, that gets pulled out of the forest? I didn’t sign on to be the clean-up team at wildlife murder scenes, and I certainly don’t want to be your dirt-shoveling gardener. But I grit my teeth and say, “Sure. I’ll take it.”

And such is the life of a modern foraged food chef. In a country that thinks foraging means dumpster diving, and most guests are sure you’re doing it to save a few pennies on ingredients, I’ve been correcting the misguided notions of both customers and fellow chefs for years.

Foraging is in fashion right now, and as with many past culinary fads and movements, exciting dishes and techniques are flooding into the mainstream faster than can be consumed. Moments after a guest eats a plate of lichen and urchin at Copenhagen’s NOMA, photos pour through Instagram and Facebook. Within days, chefs and home cooks across the globe are rushing to copy the latest and greatest dish. Even stolid, tradition-bound chefs are at least finding wild herbs or flowers to adorn their plates. As a chef who has created modernist foraged cuisine for a number of years, I’ve chosen to dig deep into this genre—and illogically in the middle of the high desert of New Mexico.

The odd feature about the foraging fad is that it’s millennia old. Europeans have been traipsing through the woods, raking through rotting leaves for morels and porcini, from the time of epicurean Romans. The Apaches, whose ancestral lands also provide my bounty, have been foraging as long as the Europeans … yet for them, it was survival, not flair. Foraging is neither a fad nor a movement; it is a refocusing on what humans have done from the start of time.

I believe it is important that we understand where modern chefs fit into the history of the foraging tradition, if for no other reason than to acknowledge our link to the foragers who preceded us. If we don’t have that connection, our foraging can easily ramble into dangerous territories of environmental disrespect, theft, or even diner illness.

My own path to foraging began when I served a locally raised tomato in January a number of years ago. My restaurant was rooted in the locavore movement, serving all manner of foods found within an hour of my kitchen. And I had served hot-house tomatoes for quite some time, until the night when, on a whim, I ate a freshly cut wedge. The lack of flavor, the tough skin, the slightly mealy texture—a tomato surely shunned by every Italian grandmother. And that sent me down an existential rabbit hole.

Why local? Why organic? Why fair trade? Do we really know why we eat these foods? As my skepticism grew, as did my search for clarity, my thoughts moved to propriety. Yes, we can eat locally-grown tomatoes in January, but should we? Do I eat a tomato in January because it’s good, or simply because I can? Why eat a substandard tomato when I can harvest fresh watercress from a mountain spring? What did our ancestors eat in January? (A hint: there’s a reason our culture tosses up so many cured meats, canned vegetables, pickles, and such.)

So I dug deeper. My restaurant is in the historic land of the Apaches. Geronimo hunted on the very land where I gather. They did not pick hothouse tomatoes in January, yet they survived. And so I evolved my restaurant’s menu to focus on historic Apache diets. No, not fry bread and mutton, but even more historic. Reading the research on items found in archaeological digs, I developed an Athabaskan shopping list that the Apaches might have followed. And while this research provided twenty or so ingredients, I suspected there were more.

I began watching what local fauna consumed … and what they did not. I reached out to a local “mountain man,” Doug Simons, who had lived exclusively off the land for years and had been taught about the plants of our area and the benefits and risks of each. I became enamored of the abundant hackberry (dried on the tree, they taste like dates) and learned the folly of trying to gather wild strawberries before the bears got to them. I was continually testing my harvesting practices to ensure that the plants would produce in the future, my customers would be nourished by the food, and I could use the ingredient to excite the modern palate.

Parallel to my explorations, I read about my peers: those who “forage” the edges of vineyards tainted with pesticides and who gather dandelion greens from abandoned lots dusted with chemicals from razed buildings. I’ve chatted with numerous chefs about where they gather their food, almost always hearing that their foraging areas are “secret.” But if the area is safe enough to serve the food, and prolific enough to yield ingredients sustainably, shouldn’t a chef be able to publish the location of his harvest on the menu? And, more importantly, shouldn’t his guests have the right to know where their food is coming from?

These are big questions, ones that challenge the high-roller restaurants featuring foraged foods. Yet this book is not about challenging. Rather, it’s about encouraging both the chef and the home cook to get outside, enjoy the bounty that is in all of our backyards, and prepare that bounty in ways that can intrigue the palate. I hope you’ll enjoy this collection of my work. Every acorn I gather and every cattail I pluck is now presented for you to enjoy. Cheers!
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HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

WEIGHTS & MEASURES

This book includes both weight (both US and UK) and volume measures. In our kitchen, we use weight primarily, opting for grams for ease and precision. In the writing of the recipes, modifications have often been made for ease of measure as long as it does not affect the outcome of the recipe. For example, a recipe may call for 2 tablespoons of butter, which is technically 28 grams, but we have rounded it to 30 grams for easier use. As with all recipes, minor adjustments such as these rarely have a noticeable impact.

OUR RECIPE DESIGNATIONS EXPLAINED

We designate each recipe by season, difficulty, and whether the primary ingredients are foraged, farmed plants, or animals.

Seasons are generally Spring, Summer, Fall, or Winter, but there are often ingredients that will cross over by season. If you are using online or purchased substitutions, you will be able to ignore seasonality.

Difficulty is shown as Easy, Moderate, or Challenging. This difficulty rating includes technical skills required to complete the recipe as well as time involved. In some recipes, the skills are easy, but the time is lengthy, so don’t give up on a recipe based on the designation alone. Most recipes in this book are intentionally very easy to complete, but often times take some additional planning time.
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“Foraging for food should have the same slogan as kinky sex: Keep it safe, sane, and consensual.” —CHEF ROB CONNOLEY

I wish everyone had been brought up in a home that cooked food from scratch—a home that celebrated food at every family gathering. While my family had its Old El Paso taco nights, the fonder memories are of the liver dumplings we made every Thanksgiving that no one liked. In my family, we weren’t afraid to cook, nor were we afraid to try something new. Much of my motivation to write this book was to give you, the reader, a guide to easy but exciting foraged cuisine. Don’t leave this new style of food to the chefs and survivalists. I want you to jump head first into this cookbook.

My cuisine has been described as modernist foraged, but that’s just silly to me. Modernist cuisine often catches the sneer of being foams and spheres, but like most modernist chefs, I have evolved. I mostly avoid hydrocolloids in this book, as I do other modernist techniques. To me, the heart of the modernist movement is capturing amazing natural flavors, presenting them beautifully, and pairing them in ways that may not be expected.

If I ask my prep cooks what to pair with smoked salmon, I might hear dill or wasabi. Both are great pairings, but let’s push a bit further. I see maple with smoked salmon, often in the form of a glaze on the fish. But we’re not done yet. Maple takes me to corn, chocolate, brown sugar, and cinnamon. Well, that’s a Mexican chocolate, isn’t it? So why can’t we pair a smoked salmon with a dark, rich drinking chocolate? See one of my earliest favorites with the smoked salmon marshmallow with Mexican Drinking Chocolate (page 83), which tantalizes the tongue by balancing the richness of a more savory version of drinking chocolate with the unusual, yet sweet, complement of a gooey marshmallow.

I want you to take risks. My bathroom-inspired celery dessert evolved from sniffing a bar of hotel soap. You wouldn’t eat soap, but great successes come from great risks. Risks shouldn’t be taken for risk’s sake. Risks should be taken to stretch your comfort zones, because by stretching yourself, new discoveries are made. Don’t serve my Elk’s Blood Bonbons (page 86) to shock your friends. Serve it because it’s good. And it’s for those reasons that I often don’t tell people what they’re eating, because I don’t want barriers to go up.

When we add the element of foraged ingredients into the mix, we heighten the risk of shock for shock’s sake. Be smart with foraged foods. Get solid training. Serve ingredients only when you are absolutely sure they are safe.

In behavioral sciences, efficacy refers to that point where knowledge and confidence meet—“flow,” in sporting terms. You’re in the zone. That’s the point you want to reach as a cook or a chef. You should develop a set of skills that you know like the back of your hand so that if I throw you a new ingredient, you can respond without conscious thought. This book is just another tool for you, but use it more as inspiration than as the rulebook. I believe all cookbooks should be treated that way.

I was once served a multi-course dinner at a small unknown restaurant that came line by line from Alinea—one of the bibles of the molecular gastronomy movement. The chef had missed the point of a cookbook, and his food reflected that, as it was slightly off and sterile. Please do follow these recipes, whether they be for more complicated dishes, like the Poached Yolks (page 109), or the simple Peanut Butter Pie (page 127), but then make your own creations with this new information.

On a more concrete level, be prepared to adjust times, temperatures, and measurements to meet your kitchen and environment. For example, I live in a very dry climate, so my flour needs much more moisture to hydrate and will weigh less on the scale than if I were in a more humid climate.

Finally, have fun with it. Don’t overthink it. Get in the zone, find locally foraged fare, and get cooking!
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GO LOCAL

Have you ever noticed how you can eat in a dozen restaurants in different parts of the country, and the food all tastes the same? Even in top restaurants, I can taste when the chef is using ingredients from a food-service distributor, following recipes turned into clichés by culinary schools, and plating in the style that everyone sees on culinary websites. This is the homogenization of our food.

When people talk about buying local, they typically are talking about doing it for economic or environmental reasons. But for me, it’s about flavor. I don’t want my food to taste like food you might get in other restaurants. I want it to be personal, special, and unique. I want it to be a manifestation of my life, my experience, and my surroundings.

As you create the recipes in this book, find the local honey, goat cheese, and meats. They will taste different than mine, and that’s a great thing. They’ll be fresher, more seasonal, and certainly more uniquely yours. These are the ingredients that will make your meal special.
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LOOK UP. LOOK DOWN.

On most foraging walks, I’m either looking up or down. Grapevines (up) or watercress (down). It really is hard to do both if you’re foraging in the woods, because even the most barren trails offer so much to see. So on most walks, I am either looking up or looking down, but rarely both. Sometimes, this required concentration can lead to more problems than you might expect.

One of my favorite foraging spots is an old ranch that long ago was sold into a conservation trust. A creek meanders through it almost year-round and is rife with watercress, various bitter greens, cattail, crawfish, and ducks. On one walk, I decided the area must have wild grapes—the environment was perfect for them—even though I had never noticed them before. Instead of heading upstream to my usual foraging area, I headed downstream. Carefully walking on the small cobbles, I looked along each tree branch for distinctive grape leaves or fruit clusters, but saw nothing. I continued walking, brushing the occasional branch out of my face, still keeping my eyes upward for a new bounty.

I should have known something was wrong when my dog, Lexi, jumped suddenly and dodged away with an alarming yip, but I assumed she had stepped on a cactus or was bitten by a bug. Before I could see what spooked her, a sulfurous stench hit my nose, sending my hackles up just as quickly. I looked down and, sure enough, just one long step away, a full-grown skunk was turning her hind end around to spray. I bolted, but too late to escape unscathed. On that day, Lexi and I suffered for our art. My ritual of visiting the diners was broken for the next few nights, recusing myself to the kitchen with its strong exhaust fans.

As you begin your foraging journey, be sure to take in all of your surroundings, the ground beneath your feet, and the sky above your head. You may thank me for it later.
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TIMING

Timing is everything with foraging. Every plant and ingredient has a season. Some of the most time-sensitive ones include green walnuts and cattail pollen. Both ingredients have a harvesting window of less than two weeks, but for each, the prime picking is actually marked in just days.

The first year I harvested cattail pollen, I had been watching my stand, waiting for the final male baton to shoot up past its furry female bulb. As a few broke through their papery sheathes, I noted that I needed to come back very soon to harvest the larger expanse of the stand. Two days later, I returned, jar in hand, only to find the majority of plants had already shot up and released their pollen load. As I went along, plant by plant, lightly flicking the batons to check the pollen amounts, I found that all but a few had dried up and were being consumed by various insects. It was a season lost—fifty weeks of waiting, and I missed it by a day!

Foraging requires diligence and patience to maximize the harvest. In my most recent cattail pollen–gathering season, once I observed the first baton as it revealed itself, I started returning to that spot every morning and night for the next ten days. The result was a sustainably harvested quart of pollen, more than enough for my intended uses and plenty for some experimenting to boot. Mother Nature’s pace can be both slow as a snail and fast as a sparrow.

If you nurture your favorite foraging spots, you’ll learn their personalities; their pace, and their reactions to rain, to dryness, heat, cold, your path trampling, your dogs’ knocking them down, and much more. Become in tune with your food, and your timing will sharpen and produce better results.



FOOTPRINTS IN THE SAND

You’ve seen the posters and read the sappy poem. “Footprints in the Sand” is always accompanied by a picture of a beach at sunset. The poem is a beautiful sentiment of heartwarming words. But when I see footprints in the sand where I forage, I think, “Uh oh. I hope they’re just hiking through and not picking the mint.”

It’s not a matter of greed—rather, it’s more a matter of stewardship.

When I first began my foraging life, I bought a number of topographical maps of the area and studied them for springs, creek beds, and steep crags that might funnel into a predictable gathering space. These make obvious spots for plants to grow—especially in the arid desert Southwest. I wanted locations that were not readily accessible to wandering tourists, but accessible enough for an avid hiker like myself. If a road was near the water source, I wasn’t interested. If a trail approached the water source, I looked at how hiker-friendly it was. In the end, I found a small handful of spots where I didn’t expect to ever see other humans, and where there would be no obvious risk of contamination from cars, mines, or questionable water runoff.

These spots I first discovered are ones that I have nurtured for years. I take care not to damage the environment by trampling plants, breaking branches, or overharvesting. I have come to know my trails very well, and the plants there have become old friends.

So when I see footprints, I get nervous. Are they harvesting, or just passing through? Are they going to step on that new sapling that shot up last week, or will they step over it? I hope they don’t step on the rock the big crawfish lives under because I’ve been watching to see how big he’ll actually get to be.

I am sentimental about my favorite foraging areas. And that’s why I fear the footprints in the sand.

[image: images]



FORAGING ETHICS

While there are no hard and fast rules for foraging, we should all learn from the experience of those who have gathered before us. The following guidelines were shared with me by my mentors. Most of them were influenced by the Apaches in the area, and all should be considered launching-off points, not the final word. Your local foragers will welcome the opportunity to share issues relevant to the woods and fields in your area … you just need to ask.
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