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 INTRODUCTION




    Boston used to be the capital of clam chowder, baked beans, and brown bread. You can still find ample helpings of these old favorites around “Beantown,” but many of the city’s chefs have moved past them. Instead, they use regional ingredients—scallops, lobsters, corn, winter squash, cranberries, and maple syrup—in more contemporary ways. Their cooking also reflects Boston’s transformation from a provincial capital into an international city. Despite its stern Puritan roots, Boston has a long tradition of openness to outside influences, perhaps because of its role as a busy port. Ingredients once considered exotic, such as fresh dragon fruit, preserved lemons, and truffle oil, have become readily available, challenging chefs to find ways to use them. The result—an energetic, Boston-based approach to cooking—deserves a closer look. The Boston Chef’s Table takes you into some of the top restaurant kitchens in the city and offers a collection of recipes you can try at home.




    What’s New?




    Since the first edition of The Boston Chef’s Table was published in 2008, dining destinations in the city have expanded with new development in the Seaport and East Boston. Reinvented shopping centers, such as Assembly Row in Somerville and Arsenal Yards in Watertown, also attracted new restaurants. National celebrity chefs, including Guy Fieri and Gordon Ramsay, have set up outposts in Boston, but there’s still room for local chefs to open new concepts or add new locations.




    Naturally, restaurants have also turned over since 2008. Some closed. A few chefs retired, left Boston, or moved on to jobs with more predictable hours. Yet many chefs from the first edition of the book are still cooking for Bostonians, even if they now are affiliated with different restaurants. They faced unprecedented challenges during the COVID-19 shutdowns of 2020 and 2021, pivoting to take-out orders and outdoor dining extended by heat lamps. Those whose businesses survived now gratefully welcome customers back to their dining rooms, where nobody takes in-person gatherings for granted anymore.




    In this updated edition, you’ll find several recipes from up-and-coming chefs who opened restaurants after 2008. You’ll also find new information about well-established chefs and a few new recipes from chefs who contributed to the book’s first edition. Collectively, these chefs and restaurants show us that Boston continues to hold its own proud and exuberant culinary identity.
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     HISTORY OF DINING IN BOSTON




    Since the 1990s, restaurants have become a vibrant part of Boston’s cultural life, regularly earning national accolades. Certain dining rooms have become must-go destinations for the city’s trendsetters, politicians, and power brokers. Chefs, more visible than ever through their public appearances on cooking shows, on social media, and at charity fund-raisers, personally greet customers. Dishes are designed to wow diners with complexity in flavors and presentation. Instead of the basic American broiled steak and baked potato, you might find spice-rubbed grilled pork chops with sweet potato fries or wagyu beef with à la carte side dishes such as brown butter creamed spinach. Nowhere is this trend more obvious than on dessert menus, where sweets often come in elaborate pairs or trilogies—the better to offer cinnamon ice cream with warm chocolate cake and crisp tuile cookies.




    Many culinary influences converge in Boston, still sometimes called “the Hub of the Universe” (a reference coined by nineteenth-century Boston writer Oliver Wendell Holmes). With a cleaned-up Boston Harbor and miles of Atlantic coastline nearby, there is always plenty of fresh seafood for steamed mussels, fried clams, lobster rolls, and chowder—never red (that’s from Manhattan) and never clear (that’s from Rhode Island). There is newfound pride in native crops such as Macomber turnips and Concord grapes, sold seasonally at dozens of farmers markets in the city or on its edges. Some neighborhoods have retained their ethnic markets and eateries, including Chinatown, the North End (Italian), and South Boston (Irish). Newer immigrants from the Caribbean, Central and South America, and Southeast Asia have brought their own food traditions to liven up markets and menus (see page 59).




    A crossroads like Massachusetts Avenue in Central Square illustrates this kind of dining diversity. Within a square mile you can find a coffee bar, American comfort food, gourmet ice cream, vegetarian fare, and Chinese, Indian, and Mexican cheap eats. The Greater Boston area’s cosmopolitan atmosphere, with nearly five million residents, has helped fuel the restaurant boom. Since the city is home to so many universities and medical centers, its population tends to be young and well educated. Add to that all the high-tech, pharmaceutical, and financial services businesses with headquarters here, and you have a lot of people with money to spend on eating out. So what if the Puritans set a dour tone that still lingers at bars, where the 2:00 a.m. closing time is shockingly early by big-city standards?




    For most of the twentieth century, frugal Bostonians reserved eating out for special occasions. The choices usually came down to New England fare such as Yankee pot roast and Indian pudding (Durgin-Park, the Union Oyster House), French (Chez Jean, Maison Robert), Old World European (Locke-Ober, the Ritz-Carlton), Italian, or Chinese. Families splurged for hot fudge sundaes at Brigham’s. The oversize blueberry muffins from the Jordan Marsh department store downtown were a favorite snack for shoppers.




    Julia Child, who started broadcasting The French Chef on Boston’s WGBH public television station in 1962, helped raise everyone’s appreciation for fine dining. In 1967, Joyce Chen, who opened an eponymous Chinese restaurant in Cambridge in 1958, taught Chinese cooking to American audiences in a show broadcast from the same WGBH studio. Nouvelle cuisine, health food restaurants, and food co-ops arrived in the 1970s.




    In the 1980s, throughout America and in Boston as well, a new, energetic generation of chefs started to put creativity ahead of tradition. Some of the new wave of Boston chefs had been trained at the Culinary Institute of America in Hyde Park, New York, or Johnson & Wales College in Providence, Rhode Island; others learned on the job or during their travels. In Boston, the late Jasper White, Lydia Shire, Chris Douglass, and Gordon Hamersley were among the pioneers in reinterpreting New England cooking. At the East Coast Grill in Cambridge, Chris Schlesinger turned grilling into an art form. Using Italian food as a springboard for new ideas were Todd English, Barbara Lynch, and Jody Adams. A few of these groundbreaking chefs are still cooking at Boston restaurants, where they continue to define and redefine eating out. They have trained and inspired dozens of other chefs, many of whom have gone on to open their own restaurants. Since so many Boston chefs have worked for one another, the professional community often seems more collegial than competitive—quite a different atmosphere than in other cities.
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    The Boston Chef’s Table introduces you to chefs who have built careers out of innovation, as well as to promising newcomers. Their thoughtfully prepared dishes can be found in candlelit, silk-curtained dining rooms or in casual cafés and take-out places. What they have in common is their creativity, especially with New England ingredients. You can find lobster in everything from macaroni and cheese at Legal Sea Foods to fried rice at Seamark. The recipes in this book range in difficulty from Aquitaine’s endive salad (which can be tossed together in 15 minutes) to Davio’s short ribs (which need to braise for at least 2.5 hours).




    For contrast with these new approaches to New England cooking, and for a sense of history, there are also a few classics no visitor to Boston and no local food enthusiast would want to miss, including baked beans from the Union Oyster House and Boston cream pie from the Omni Parker House Hotel, where it was created in the 1850s. Also woven into this book is information about noteworthy local neighborhoods and food traditions.
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    For the most part, the restaurants in The Boston Chef’s Table are located within 10 miles of downtown Boston, though there are a few suburban standouts. The focus on culinary innovation put most of the city’s taquerias, trattorias, pubs, and other ethnic restaurants—wonderful as they can be—beyond the scope of this book. There are other worthy restaurants we certainly could have presented here, but then you’d be carrying a much heavier book.




    As you explore Boston and The Boston Chef’s Table, remember that chefs thrive on new ideas; some of these recipes will disappear from restaurant menus to be replaced by the chef’s latest—and equally interesting—whimsy. And chefs rely on a retinue of helpers to chop vegetables, make stock, and scrub dirty pots. You probably won’t have all that help at home. As needed, professional cooking methods have been modified so you can realistically reproduce the recipes at home, relying on ordinary stoves, pots, and pans. In many cases, you’ll need a food processor (or blender) and electric mixer. Find a well-stocked market or good online source to supply you with the herbs, spices, and specialty ingredients that the chefs like to use.




    By following the recipes of chefs who introduced more sophisticated, modern, and varied tastes to Boston, you can step up to the challenge of re-creating some of these great meals in your own kitchen. Your family and friends will no doubt applaud, and you will become part of a grand cooking tradition from one of America’s most colorful cities. Enjoy your journey through these new twists on regional New England ingredients and recipes. As Julia Child, the city’s grande dame of cooking, would warble in her inimitable voice, “Bon appétit!”
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    APPETIZERS




    A well-designed appetizer menu gives each chef a chance to make a strong first impression that carries right through the meal. Inspired by Spanish tapas, many chefs are re-labeling their appetizers “small plates” and serving them in any order, anytime, to match the flexible mealtimes of customers. Many people end up making a meal of these small portions, forgoing the entree altogether. This mix-and-match approach to dining clashes with the classic progression of appetizer– salad–entrée–dessert but suits the current generation of busy Bostonians just fine.




    In these recipes, some chefs like to reimagine shellfish preparations. Steamed mussels are taken out of the shell at Mistral for a creamy stew with smoked tomatoes. At Yvonne’s, oysters are baked with a rich topping of lobster meat, mushrooms, and cheese. Yet there’s still room for favorite standbys, such as Legal Sea Foods’ crab cakes and B&G Oysters’ fried oysters—and a couple of classic cocktails.
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In memory of Murray David Schnee (1924-2005), my father-in-law,
who always appreciated a good meal.
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