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 This book is dedicated to the City of New Orleans . . . A place that took me in, embraced me hard, and slipped deep into my soul to become an indelible part of my DNA and my home. I love New Orleans—the people, the music, the culture, and of course, the food—and I am grateful she loves me right back.
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  Restaurants and chefs often come and go, and menus are ever-changing. We recommend you call ahead to obtain current information before visiting any of the establishments in this book.
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INTRODUCTION





  

     “In New Orleans, we can be eating a meal while talking about another meal or cooking or restaurants, and simultaneously planning the next meal. Food obsessed, that’s what we are.”




  —Everyone in New Orleans







  It is well established that New Orleanians are food obsessed. Some say that food is our lingua franca, the way we communicate, our working language, the way we connect to one another. And that is the absolute truth. It is the norm to hear tables of diners talking food, cooking, favored restaurants, new restaurants, the demise of beloved restaurants, the next restaurant, markets, local products, and food finds—all with a mouth full of food from the plate immediately on the table. The spirit of New Orleans is reflected in her cooking and restaurants, her people, and her multiplicity of cultures.




  The city has long been known for certain foods and dishes—beignets, jambalaya, gumbo, boudin, crawfish—our regional cuisine, what the national food press has called New Orleans’s “one menu.” It is true that we do have that menu, and we do it proudly and beautifully, but New Orleans is a very exciting food city. We have more, do more, explore more, and have created a bunch of “menus” deserving of attention. No one has abandoned tradition in the name of progress—the two walk hand in hand. We embrace our food traditions, eat lovingly and happily from a plate of red beans and rice or let the juices run down our arms from a messy roast beef po-boy, but that doesn’t stop us from diving into compressed melon and icy-cool avocado “dippin’ dots”; we’re immersed in it, deeply. I don’t believe that any of our foods is threatened with extinction—we’re too stubborn and love ourselves too much to let that happen. Food here is revered religiously and consumed passionately. The number of sit-down restaurants in the New Orleans area is staggering and shows no signs of slowing in growth; and still, our population hasn’t returned to what it was in 2005! Fewer people and an enormous number of restaurants! That’s a phenomenon in and of itself.
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  Yes, we love our food. We love the Gulf that gives us an incredible variety of finfish, crab, shrimp, and oysters, our waterways and rice fields from which spring crawfish, our alluvial soil that gives glorious Creole tomatoes with their stunning sunshine-bright flavor. We adore our elders and families who cook and remind us of important recipes: the flame keepers who gather in organizations, open museums, and offer exhibits and collections for us to experience, so we never forget a sip or a bite. And New Orleans is experiencing a culinary evolution too. As the template of our city shifts, grows and renovates, restores and reinvigorates, so do the food, cooking, and restaurants.




  New Orleans is a fascinating place. Natives and long-standing transplants stand shoulder-to-shoulder with the new locals, and there is no denying a decidedly younger demographic who contribute a fresh look and palate. Many adventurous cooks, chefs and those clamoring to be restaurant owners, have successfully taken the leap into the industry, in parts of New Orleans that were previously quiet or undeveloped. This book covers some of everything—well-loved “grande dame” restaurants, places that have been around and refreshed, places that have made a local mark on our restaurant landscape but aren’t as well known, and those that are brand new.




  New Orleans is nestled in the Parish of Orleans, positioned on the crescent of the Mississippi River and mapped by neighborhoods. Each of these neighborhoods has a distinct tone, and all are filled cheek-by-jowl with historic homes—mansions and shotguns, pristine or time-and weather-worn, many family-owned for hundreds of years—mixed with commerce. It is a New Orleans hallmark that neighborhoods are both residential and commercial. The architectural styles reflect Spanish and French rule as well as accommodations to our tropical climate that swelters in summer and withstands the vagaries of catastrophic storms.




  Organization




  This book covers a lot of New Orleans culinary and geographic ground. New Orleans is a city of neighborhoods and people from myriad cultures and all walks of life, inextricably and lovingly linked together. A lot has happened since the initial publication of this book and interestingly a lot has stayed the same. So many restaurants have come and gone, the numbers are staggering. Nonetheless, the included restaurants and recipes cut a wide swath across the Metro New Orleans area, and there’s even one located in Metairie—a New Orleans suburb where my husband was raised—because it is an important part of the culinary and cultural landscape for Italian family, food and spiritual connection. All-in-all the book is a delicious tour of our dining and local culture. New Orleans is a sensorial place with very specific identifying aromas that signify. The spicy scent of cayenne, herbs, and lemon means crawfish, crab, or shrimp season, while the air thick with fried chicken’s pungent, mouthwateringly greasy scent is all about Mardi Gras (or “Carnival” if you’re a native). There’s the dusty sagelike aroma of swamp bay that hangs on the dark of sultry summer evenings, and of course the musty, wet-wood funk of neighborhood bars that beg for an icy beer or soothing highball. By engaging all five senses, it is possible to see, hear, feel, smell, and taste the distinguishing differences throughout New Orleans. New Orleans is intensely tactile; even walking Jackson Square can evoke the sound of nineteenth-century heels clicking on the slate, or cause the weighty layers of historic events both glorious and heart-wrenching to be felt on the skin. Food, dining, and cuisine are a natural extension of the experience—yes, New Orleans is an experience—filled with people often referred to as “characters.” New Orleans is a living story. And this is my version.




  This book is about my on-going love and respect for our chefs and restaurants of New Orleans, about the beauty that is Louisiana product, smarts, creativity, and deliciousness. It’s about the new and old way we eat in New Orleans, dispelling that one-menu moniker, screaming from the rooftops that while we love our culinary traditions, there is more going on here. Come visit, wander the neighborhoods, and dine extensively and comprehensively—it’s so worth it. Try the dishes for which we are famous, or today’s interpretations; the ethnic foods; the food trucks; the produce and prepared foods from our extensive farmers’ markets; poboys and yakamein from corner stores; classic cocktails; or plate lunches from a mom-and-pop cafe. There is no wrong. This is a delicious city, my home. Come fall head-over-heels in love, a deep foodie love, with New Orleans. And if you can’t visit, then cook up a recipe or two and savor the flavor. You’ll fall in love just the same.
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COMMANDER’S PALACE





  1403 Washington Avenue


  (504) 899-8221


  commanderspalace.com




  The Garden District of New Orleans is a lovely place, filled with grand mansions, modest homes, old families, and one of our city’s grandest “grande dame” restaurants. The post–Hurricane Katrina renovation of Commander’s continues to lend elegance, but there is also a more approachable feeling to the place. Executive Chef Tory McPhail enhances that vibration. The restaurant continues to serve its amazing turtle soup and bread pudding souffle—the world would be lost without them—but there are also Tory’s bolder explorations and cooking fancies that appear on the menu to bring a freshness reflecting progress without abandoning tradition. Chef Tory and the Commander’s Palace owners, the late Miss Ella, her daughter Ti Martin, her cousin Lally Brennan, exude charm, grace, and fun. The cocktails have a kick, thanks to the Cocktail Chicks (Ti and Lally) and the stellar bar team. Everything is sourced locally, regionally, and/or from the United States; that’s long been the way things are done, and now Commander’s Palace does things with a current feel. 25-cent-martini lunch, anyone?




 




 CRAWFISH BOIL VICHYSSOISE




  (YIELDS 1 GALLON/20 PORTIONS; MAY BE HALVED)




  For the soup:




  8 ounces boiled crawfish, pureed




  21/2 pounds red bliss or any thin-skinned, small new potatoes




  4 ounces leeks, green tops removed, washed well and sliced




  4 ounces carrots, peeled and chopped




  4 ounces celery, stalks only, washed and chopped




  1 ounce Zatarain’s crawfish boil powder




  3 quarts whole milk




  1 ounce sugarcane vinegar




  For the garnish:




  1 pound button mushrooms, in small dice




  1 pound corn kernels




  4 ounces garlic cloves, peeled




  4 ounces sweet potatoes, in small dice




  3 pounds crawfish tails, lightly grilled




  20 whole boiled crawfish




  2 ounces red chili oil




  To make the soup: Combine all ingredients in a pot and bring to a simmer. Cook for 40 minutes or until potatoes are cooked through and very tender. Working in small batches, puree the soup in a high-powered blender until very smooth and creamy. Pass through a chinois and adjust thickness and seasoning as necessary. This soup is intended to be served at room temperature.




  To garnish the soup: Prepare a bubbling pot of crawfish boil, and an ice bath of crawfish boil water. Blanch the mushrooms, corn, garlic, and sweet potatoes separately in the crawfish boil until al dente, and then shock them in the ice bath to stop the cooking. Combine with the crawfish tails and spoon into soup bowls. Pour 6 ounces of soup around the garnish and place a whole boiled crawfish on top. Finish by adding tiny drops of chili oil to the surface of the soup for added kick.




  


  
GULF SHRIMP & BLUE CRAB ENCHILADAS





  (SERVES 8 AS APPETIZER, 4 AS ENTREE)




  For the enchilada sauce:




  8 tomatoes, chopped




  1 onion, diced




  1 chipotle chili, soaked for 10 minutes in warm water




  1 teaspoon cayenne pepper




  1/2 bunch cilantro




  1/2 cup vinegar




  1 teaspoon ground cumin




  2 cloves garlic




  Salt to taste




  For the enchiladas:


  4 teaspoons butter




  2 cloves garlic, minced




  1 large onion, diced




  2 jalapeños, seeds removed, diced




  2 large tomatoes, diced




  Kernels from 1 ear of corn




  1 cup cooked black beans




  1/2 bunch cilantro




  16 shrimp (36 /40 count), peeled, deveined, and chopped




  1/2 pound blue crab meat, picked free of shell




  1/2 teaspoon ground cumin




  1/2 teaspoon ground coriander Salt and pepper to taste




  2 cups corn oil




  8 corn tortillas




  2 cups enchilada sauce




  8 ounces Idiazabal cheese, grated




  To make the sauce: Place all ingredients in heavy saucepan with 2 cups water and cook for 20 minutes on medium heat. Remove from heat and puree in blender until smooth. Season with salt to your liking.




  To make the enchiladas: Place a large sauté pan on medium heat. Add butter to pan. Add garlic, onion, jalapeños, and tomatoes. Sauté until onions are translucent. Add corn, beans, and cilantro. Cook for 4–5 minutes. Add shrimp and crab and cook for 2–3 minutes. Add cumin and coriander and then season with salt and pepper. Allow to cool.




  Preheat oven to 375°F. Heat the corn oil to 275°F in large pot. Dip each tortilla in the warm oil for 15 seconds or until it is pliable, then coat it in enchilada sauce. Place 3 ounces of shrimp and crab filling on the tortilla and roll into a cylinder. Place in a heatproof dish.




  When all tortillas are filled, sprinkle with cheese and more sauce. Bake for 5–7 minutes or until cheese melts.
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“COMPRESSED” STRAWBERRIES





  (SERVES 4)




  For the strawberries:




  24 Ponchatoula strawberries, hulled




  1 cup strawberry jam




  For the Jell-O pearls:




  2 cups vegetable oil




  1 package strawberry Jell-O




  For the whipped cream:




  1 cup heavy cream




  1/2 cup strawberry jam




  For the strawberry Hurricane cocktail:




  1 ounce light rum




  1 ounce dark rum




  1 ounce pineapple juice




  1 ounce orange juice




  2 ounces strawberry jam




  For assembly:




  Compressed strawberries, halved




  Strawberry whipped cream




  4 ounces strawberry Jell-O pearls




  1 package strawberry Pop Rocks




  4 strawberry Pixy Stix




  4 ounces strawberry Hurricane cocktail




  4 fresh mint sprigs




  Powdered sugar in a shaker




  To compress the strawberries: Place the berries in a medium bowl, rinse briefly under cool tap water, and drain very well. Add 1 cup of the strawberry jam and toss to coat evenly. Place the berries in a heavy Cryovac bag and vacuum-seal it. Break the seal on the corner of the bag and reseal 2 more times to drive the jam into the inside of the berry. Finally, after the third compression, leave the bag sealed for 4 hours to marinate.




  To make the pearls: Place vegetable oil in the freezer in a shallow baking dish and chill for 1–2 hours. Prepare strawberry-flavored Jell-O according to package instructions, temper it in an ice bath, and stir constantly with a rubber spatula until it just starts to get thick. The Jell-O should be about 50–60°F. Pour the thickened jelly into a squeeze bottle with a narrow tip. Remove the chilled oil from the freezer and place on a countertop. Working back and forth and about 1 foot above the surface of the oil, inject the Jell-O into the oil to form tiny pearls. Pour the Jell-O and oil through a fine strainer to separate. Drain for 5 minutes in the refrigerator so the pearls are very dry and free of oil.
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