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To my granddaddy, Charles Henderson Sr., who taught my father and me to work hard and take care of business. I watched him closely in everything he did from washing store windows to manning the family stove. He never wrote down a recipe in his life, and in 1997 when I asked him for his raisin-bread pudding recipe because my wife, Stacy, was craving it during her pregnancy, he told me, “Boy, I don’t have no recipe. It’s in my head. You have to just get in the kitchen and watch me.” He always called me boy in a good way. Love you, Granddaddy.

To Friendly Womack Jr., the man who taught me valuable kitchen skills when we had our little chicken business. Your willingness to teach me changed my life forever. Those basic skills have brought me into kitchens all over America and helped me inspire a new generation to learn to cook. I love you, Uncle June.
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My food is a reflection of my past.
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Introduction by Chef Jeff








Twenty years ago, I did not know what a reduction was or even how a sauté pan worked. I couldn’t pronounce foie gras, and I certainly couldn’t imagine that one day I’d know how to cook it to perfection. I’d never heard of heirloom tomatoes, now a staple on my dinner table during the summer. I never knew about slow-braising collard greens and couldn’t imagine that cooking them with smoked turkey and low-sodium chicken broth would create a healthier version than the one I’d grown up on. In fact, outside of eating, I didn’t give much thought to food at all. I didn’t know the power of food back then, or how, twenty years later, it would change my life.

It was February 2007, just weeks before my first book, Cooked, would be released, and I was getting anxious about how much my life would change. I began stealing moments at work just to stand alone in the walk-in refrigerator and think. I was thinking about how, in just a few weeks’ time, I would be a guest on the Oprah Winfrey Show. It’s often said that if Oprah simply says your name, your life will change. Not only would she say my name but she also would interview me in front of millions of people. What would she ask me? How would I respond? As I think back, my appearance on her show was the beginning of a series of blessings that continue to be showered upon me and my family today.

But let me back up a little and tell you how I got to this overwhelming moment of standing alone in a walk-in refrigerator and feeling blessed but also redeemed. My road to redemption began while I was serving time in a federal prison. I was very young back then and unaware of my full potential. I was intelligent. On the streets I’d been a successful hustler, and you can’t be successful in that game without smarts. In prison I developed a hunger for knowledge and began to seek and ultimately find my true purpose in life. In the end, I became a person who could use knowledge to turn his intelligence to positive ends.

Today I can look back and say that doing time was a blessing in disguise. It took me off the streets, and it led me to my destiny, cooking. I found peace in the prison kitchen. I learned who I was there. And I learned how to learn. I found myself drawn to the brightest minds on the inside, and I began to care about what was going on in the world outside. I read my first book and my first newspaper in prison, and I began to realize that I was worthy of all the good things that life had to offer. Prison put me on the road to redemption, and cooking in prison became my salvation.
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I continued to have my little moments of reflection in the walk-in refrigerator at Café Bellagio, where I was executive chef. Many thoughts occupied my mind: How did it happen that I had become the first African American chef to run a restaurant in Las Vegas’s world-renowned Bellagio Hotel? And to go back in time, why had a well-known chef named Robert Gadsby given me my first job and why did he believe in me despite my questionable past? Why did Chef Sarah Bowman hire me, with just two years of professional experience, to help her revamp a hotel resort on Coronado Island? When I think back, I realize that they saw potential in me and that I believed in myself and in my dream.

I had dreamed of becoming a chef. I sacrificed. I submitted to a rigorous life of hard work. My “first in, last out” discipline kept me grinding, working long hours as I struggled to gain the respect of my mentors, coworkers, managers, and above all, my harshest critic, myself. I honed my skills behind the scenes at work and at home. I studied the competition, read books, researched recipes, and prepared for the time when I would emerge from the shadows of my mentors. My thirst for knowledge was so intense that I had few friends then, no hobbies outside of cooking, and every spare dime was spent on the latest tools of my trade.

And then, after a national book and media tour, appearances on major talk shows, and many great reviews of my book, I was still pacing around that walk-in. Guests were now coming to the restaurant just to experience my cuisine. The pacing helped, but it was a challenge for me to stay focused on my work. Finally I requested a leave of absence from my job. Hundreds of e-mails were flooding my inbox; parents and teachers were calling and asking me to mentor their children. Overnight, it seemed, I had become an inspiration to people all over the country. The sacrifices on the long journey to chefdom now seemed worth it.

Ever since I had started on the road to realizing my dream, I had worked most days of the week and all holidays and had never taken a sick day. I often had two jobs. Earning the title of chef required that kind of dedication. During my leave of absence, I started to spend time thinking about my personal and professional future. I was determined to be prepared for whatever life had in store for me. In my memoir, Cooked, I chronicled my journey from the streets to the stove, and the story pretty much ended right there. How was I to know that the next chapters of my life would play out just like a dream? I had always dreamed big and encouraged others to do the same. Now that the dream is real, I know that nothing except living it every day could have made it so. Every day I thank God for giving me the gift to use food to change not only my life but also the lives of others around me.

Food has led me to become an inspirational speaker for young people at risk across this country. Many of them come from challenging environments and have either given up on their dreams or have never dreamed at all. I try to bring hope to those who once felt hopeless and speak about the power of potential. When I talk, I lay out the Chef Jeff keys to success. This is a cookbook, so I’ll just give you the short version:


	I tell these young people to search for their purpose in life and then to visualize a positive dream for themselves. I urge them to pursue that dream with everything they have.

	I explain the importance of building powerful relationships with other people if they want to open certain doors in life.

	I teach them the value of passion, drive, focus, and urgency in the pursuit of personal and professional goals.

	I stress the importance of growing and of changing the negative habits that get in the way of their dreams.

	I describe the steps they must take to educate themselves about how to make the right choices. I also stress the importance of understanding the consequences of those choices.

	I point out that you have to accept constructive criticism and be resilient in the face of setbacks if you are going to succeed.

	I let them know how important it is to listen, to be detail oriented, and to have integrity.

	Above all, I stress the importance of giving back to those who come after you whose journey may be more difficult than your own. Don’t wait until your dream comes true to help others.



One of my proudest accomplishments has been to finish filming the first season of my reality show, The Chef Jeff Project, which airs on the Food Network. In it I teach many of these principles to young people at risk while they work with me in my catering company, Posh Urban Cuisine.

As I write this, my first cookbook, I can’t help sharing my principles and reflections with you. I know this for sure: The journey that I’ve taken, with all its detours, obstacles, stop signs, potholes, and fender benders, was necessary to get me to where I am today. My life is very different now. Though I am still determined to bring new dreams to reality, I also understand the need for balance. My wife, Stacy, and four children, Jamar, Jeffery Jr., Noel, and Troy, keep me grounded. They are my inspiration. They also keep me busy. Each day at home, we have three menus. I eat everything but pork, my wife is a vegetarian, and my children, except for Jamar, are vegans (that’s the subject for another book). As a family, we work together to prepare dinner. We shop together and embrace the differences in our diets. My wife is a great cook. We compete all the time in the kitchen over who creates the best flavor or the best presentation, and, around the holidays, we even compete for oven space. The time I spend with my family, in the kitchen and out, is precious and priceless.

My earliest memories in the kitchen are of seeing what my mother, June, brought home from the store and watching my sister, Junell, prepare dinner. Though I am a professional chef, I come from a long line of great cooks, and I, too, consider myself a home cook first. The recipes in this book are reminiscent of my childhood. My family roots are deeply embedded in the South. It may seem like a cliché, but it’s true that many memories are created in the kitchens of Southern households. I remember once traveling to New Orleans with my mother to visit my “Nanny.” Back then you could not tell the economic status of a family by their meals. I know that Nanny worked hard and got paid very little, but it never stopped her from putting out a spread each time we visited. I can still smell her fried chicken, collard greens, and red beans and rice. And no trip to the Big Easy would be complete without a pot of seafood gumbo. In all my travels, I still have not had gumbo as good as Nanny and Granddaddy’s. They’d say, “The secret is in the roux and them seasonings.” The kitchen was a haven in those days. Happiness, love, and family bonds were cooked up there, and Nanny not only filled my stomach but also fed my soul. Nanny passed over a decade ago, but I’ve taken much of what I experienced during stays with her and incorporated it into my food and my life.
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Today my kitchen is “family central.” Life happens there. It’s where I prepare my kids’ favorite meals as we discuss our days, where I bond with my wife over morning coffee, and it’s where I cook New Orleans–style gumbo for my parents just the way Nanny and Granddaddy did for me. I use chicken instead of pork sausage in my gumbo, but my father, Charles, gives it his seal of approval each time I make it.

I set out to bring some of my family’s culinary history into this book along with the influences of mentors, cooks, and chefs that I’ve encountered in my culinary journey. Although I have learned from chefs with international experience, my cooking here is straightforward American. I describe it as modern comfort food because these recipes begin with many childhood favorites that I have adapted and updated using farm-fresh ingredients wherever possible and incorporating the things I’ve learned as a professional chef. Most of my recipes have a story behind them, and I’m sharing some of those stories in this book. I hope, as you try my recipes, you’ll begin to create your own memories and stories to go with your meals.
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This is not just a cookbook; it’s a testimonial to my desire to succeed and inspire lives. It’s also a tribute to those who have been instrumental in shaping who I am today. I found my way into the kitchen by accident, but I believe today it was my destiny. God gave me my life’s vision behind the stove, and cooking has become my gift to you.

Bon appétit,
Chef Jeff Henderson










CHEF JEFF COOKS













STOCKS AND BROTHS








Stocks and broths may not be new to you, but when I was growing up, the only stock or broth I knew about was what we called “pot liquor”—the liquid left after greens or meat had been cooked. My granddaddy and my sister saved this and used it in soups, rice and beans, and so forth.

In my first restaurant job I was amazed by the huge pots simmering away with various broths, aromatic herbs, and vegetables. The chef taught me that chicken stock is the basis for many, many elements in great cuisine. I think it is worth learning how to make your own stock because it’s not hard to do and it freezes well in plastic containers or baggies. You can even freeze it as ice cubes and pop one in a soup or a braise for additional flavor. Good-quality chicken broth is available in stores; look for the brands that are lowest in sodium and fat.

Beef stock requires a little more effort to make, but it, too, is great to have on hand. All stocks peak in flavor the longer they cook, so that’s something to consider when you are making your own.

 




1. Chicken Stock

2. Chicken Broth

3. Turkey Stock

4. Veal Stock

5. Vegetable Broth

6. Mushroom Stock





Chicken Stock




Yields 2 quarts

WHAT YOU’LL NEED

Bones from 2 medium cooked chickens

2 medium carrots, washed, peeled, and cut into 1-inch pieces

1 small onion, peeled and quartered

2 medium stalks celery, washed and cut into 1-inch pieces

1 small bunch parsley, washed, stems removed

1 sprig fresh thyme

1 bay leaf

1 teaspoon whole white peppercorns

About 4 quarts water

WHAT TO DO

1. Remove the meat from the chicken carcasses, rinse the bones, and place the bones in a stockpot.

2. Add all of the remaining ingredients except the water.

3. Add water to cover by 2 inches. Bring to a boil, then reduce the heat for a low simmer, so that one or two bubbles break the surface of the stock about once a minute. Simmer, uncovered, for 2 to 3 hours, using a large spoon to skim off the foam until the stock is clear.

4. Pour the stock through a strainer into a clean bowl and allow to cool. Refrigerate, covered, for up to 3 days. Discard the hardened layer of fat on the top before using or freezing.

Chicken Broth




Yields 3 quarts

WHAT YOU’LL NEED

1 large chicken

1 medium onion, peeled and quartered

2 medium carrots, washed, peeled, and cut into 1-inch pieces

2 stalks celery, washed and cut into 1-inch pieces

1 leek (green tops only), washed and cut into 1-inch pieces

3 sprigs fresh thyme or 1 teaspoon dried

½ bunch flat-leaf parsley

2 bay leaves

1 teaspoon whole black peppercorns

About 4 quarts water

WHAT TO DO

1. Combine the chicken, vegetables, herbs, and peppercorns in a large stockpot. Pour in enough water to just cover the chicken completely. Bring the water to a boil over medium-high heat. Immediately reduce the heat for a low simmer, so that one or two bubbles break the surface of the broth about once a minute.

2. Skim the foam and discard impurities from the surface with a large spoon. (To prevent losing a lot of broth when skimming, put the skimmed liquid into a degreasing cup and return any usable broth to the pot.) Cook, uncovered, until the chicken is cooked through but not dry, about 1 hour.

3. Remove the chicken from the pot but continue to simmer the broth. Cool the chicken for about 30 minutes. Cut the meat from the bones and reserve for a chicken salad, soup, or other recipe. Return the bones to the pot and cook for 1 hour more.

4. Pour the broth through a strainer into a plastic container or large bowl. Use immediately, or cover and refrigerate or freeze for future use.

5. The broth can be stored, covered, in the refrigerator for up to 5 days. If the broth has not been used after 5 days, bring it to a boil again and skim the surface, discarding impurities, before using.
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Turkey Stock




Yields 3 quarts

WHAT YOU’LL NEED

1 large turkey carcass

1 medium onion, peeled and quartered

2 carrots, washed, peeled, and cut into 1-inch pieces

2 stalks celery, washed and cut into 1-inch pieces

4 cloves garlic, peeled and chopped

2 bay leaves

4 sprigs fresh thyme

1 tablespoon whole black peppercorns

About 1 gallon water

Salt to taste

WHAT TO DO

1. Using a sharp knife, cut the carcass into small pieces. Add the bones, vegetables, bay leaves, thyme, and peppercorns to a large stockpot. Cover with water and bring to a boil.

2. Reduce the heat for a low simmer, so that one or two bubbles break the surface of the stock about once a minute. Simmer, uncovered, for 2 hours. Skim off the foam and discard impurities that rise to the surface. Add salt to taste, remove from the heat, and pour the stock through a strainer into a plastic container or large bowl. Use right away, or refrigerate or freeze the stock for future use.

3. The stock can be stored, covered, in the refrigerator for up to 5 days. If the stock is unused after 5 days, bring it to a boil and reskim before using.

Veal Stock




Yields 2 quarts

WHAT YOU’LL NEED

7 pounds veal bones, cut into 2-inch pieces (your butcher will do this for you)

1 6-ounce can tomato paste

4 medium tomatoes, washed and cut into wedges

3 stalks celery, washed and cut into 1-inch pieces

4 carrots, washed, peeled, and cut into 1-inch pieces

1 bulb fennel, washed and cut into 1-inch pieces

2 cups dry red wine

1 tablespoon whole black peppercorns

5 cloves garlic, peeled and coarsely chopped

3 bay leaves

4 sprigs fresh thyme

1 gallon water

WHAT TO DO

1. Preheat the oven to 400 degrees. Place the bones in a large roasting pan and roast until golden brown, about 45 minutes. Do not burn them.

2. Remove the pan from the oven and brush the bones with the tomato paste. Scatter the vegetables over the bones. Return the pan to the oven and roast for 30 more minutes.

3. Remove the pan from the oven and place it on the stove. Remove the bones and vegetables from the hot pan and put them in a large stockpot. Add the red wine to the hot pan and stir to remove the scrapings from the bottom.

4. Add the wine and scrapings to the stockpot along with the peppercorns, garlic, herbs, and water. Bring the liquid to a boil, then reduce the heat for a low simmer, so that one or two bubbles break the surface of the stock about once a minute. Simmer, uncovered, for 4 to 5 hours.

5. Remove the pot from the heat and skim off any impurities that have risen to the surface. Pour the stock through a strainer into a plastic container or large bowl and discard the solids. Use the stock right away, or refrigerate or freeze it for future use.

6. The stock can be refrigerated, covered, for up to 5 days. If it is not used after 5 days, bring it to a boil and reskim before using.

Vegetable Broth




Yields 3 quarts

WHAT YOU’LL NEED

2 tomatoes, washed and cut into wedges

1 onion, peeled and cut into quarters

1 leek (white part only), washed and cut in half lengthwise

2 shallots, peeled and coarsely chopped

4 cloves garlic, peeled and coarsely chopped

2 stalks celery, washed and cut into 1-inch pieces

1 carrot, washed, peeled, and cut into 1-inch pieces

1 bulb fennel, washed and cut into quarters

1 cup fresh mushrooms, washed and cut into quarters (use entire mushroom)

1 small bunch flat-leaf parsley

1 small bunch fresh thyme or 1 teaspoon dried

2 bay leaves

3 whole cloves

About 4 quarts water

Kosher salt and freshly ground white pepper to taste (use black if you don’t have white)

WHAT TO DO

1. Add the tomatoes, onion, leek, shallots, garlic, celery, carrot, fennel, mushrooms, parsley, thyme, bay leaves, and cloves to a large stockpot. Add water to cover. Bring to a boil over high heat. Reduce the heat; skim to remove any impurities and foam that rise to the top.

2. Simmer on low heat so that one or two bubbles break the surface of the broth about once a minute, uncovered, for 1½ hours. Season with salt and pepper. Pour the broth through a strainer into a large bowl and store, covered, in the refrigerator up to 1 week, or freeze.

Mushroom Stock




Yields 1 quart

WHAT YOU’LL NEED

4 cups water

1 pound assorted fresh mushrooms, washed and quartered

1 bay leaf

1 large onion, peeled and cut into quarters

4 cloves garlic, peeled and chopped

6 tablespoons unsalted butter

6 tablespoons all-purpose flour

½ cup half-and-half

Kosher salt and freshly ground white pepper to taste

WHAT TO DO

1. Bring the water to a boil in a 2-quart pot. Add the mushrooms, bay leaf, onion, and garlic. Reduce the heat. Simmer on low heat so that one or two bubbles break the surface of the stock about once a minute, covered, for at least 1 hour.
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