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This book is dedicated to my wonderful, always loving, and supportive parents, Bill and Yvonne, and to my darling daughter, Sabrina, who, moments ago, told me that one of her favorite activities is baking together.
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INTRODUCTION

There’s something special about shopping for food in New York City. Each morning the metal grates of stores rise up, with shop owners ready to sell their herbs, spices, oils, vinegars, wine, cheese, fish, meat, and vegetables. Near our apartments, or only a train ride away, New York City seems to carry every ingredient imaginable—from Chinatown, where vats of fish sit on sidewalks; to the Bronx, where family members of old-world Italian ancestors make crusty bread and handmade pasta; to Brighton Beach where, I’ve been told, you can buy Russian ingredients no longer available in Russia.

In New York City, you can find mozzarella made moments ago, obscure spices, rare fish, unique cuts of meat, artisanal everything, from honey to beer, and infinite types of handmade pasta in many shapes and colors. You can choose among hundreds of salts, visit a vegetable butcher, find any green under the sun, taste many varieties of olive oil, eat cheese made around the world or from local New York farms, and visit an entire market devoted to Italian food. You may find inspiration in a jar of fenugreek at an Indian store, in cassava at a Brazilian store, tamarind at an Asian market, or berbere, an Ethiopian spice mixture.

Inside these stores, stimulated by scent, color, and flavor, our imaginations flourish

And this seems to be in tandem with the New York experience of picking and choosing from the multitude of offerings, and melting and merging tradition with innovation to create our own enjoyable way of cooking.

There are neighborhoods that still harbor certain types of food, like the stretch of Lexington Avenue in the 20s, which has remained Indian, or the area around Arthur Avenue in the Bronx, which has been Italian since the early 1900s. Other areas have a variety of stores and cuisines. There are two blocks on Bleecker Street where you just might be able to do all your food shopping with a butcher shop, a bread store, a cheese shop, and a pork store. In and around Union Square and Flatiron you could never tire of options to make for dinner.

New York City is truly a food lover’s paradise

While I do enjoy dining out frequently (I have many favorite restaurants), and grabbing a snack from one of many food trucks or eating a slice of pizza now and then, what I love most is cooking at home with the ingredients I seek and find during my jaunts around the city.

For one, it helps feed my love of adventure. Visiting different parts of the city and discovering the variety of food and ingredients satiates my sense of wanderlust. Secondly, I enjoy meeting people who love what they do, especially when it comes to food. I’ve met beer brewers, winemakers, chocolatiers, butchers, and cheese mongers. Their passion for what they do is contagious, and honestly, I’d rather buy an artisanal product made with love and care than a mass-produced one at the supermarket—that’s my philosophy.

When I first moved to New York City, I lived in Chinatown, where I became immediately fascinated with the food shops on nearly every block. I started buying ingredients like lemongrass, Thai chili paste, Chinese five-spice, and miso from Asian specialty stores and incorporating them into my daily meals. I’d also walk to nearby Little Italy where Di Palo’s became my go-to store for fresh pasta, prosciutto, and Parmesan, and further uptown to the Union Square Greenmarket for fresh and locally-farmed eggs, garlic, and fruits and vegetables.

I ventured to other food stores that inspired me, like Kalustyan’s on Lexington Avenue, where I’d stock up on Indian spices and curries. I came to like olives in a roundabout way: I tasted tapenade, that salty delicious spread so sublime on a piece of sliced baguette, and soon found myself at Titan Foods in Astoria, choosing among the vats of olives for dips and recipes (plus feta cheese and phyllo dough). I’d trek to Sahadi’s on Atlantic Avenue in Brooklyn Heights for pistachios, spices, and ingredients like rose and orange blossom water and fig glaze. The West Village is home to one of my new favorite stores, The Meadow, which has an entire wall of artisanal chocolate, plus hundreds of unique salts that add new dimensions to food. When I want a mouthwatering cheese, I go to Murray’s Cheese, and also Stinky Bklyn, Bedford Cheese, Artisanal, and Saxelby Cheesemongers. For meat, there’s Ottomanelli’s, Staubitz Market, Esposito & Sons, Fleisher’s Grass-Fed & Organic Meats, and one of my favorites: Florence Meat Market. It’s tucked away on a charming West Village street, and you can call ahead to owner/butcher Benny to order special cuts of meat.

Oh, and coffee … I wasn’t a loyal fan until I had a young baby and needed an extra buzz to keep me awake. Fortunately, Roasting Plant was in walking distance. The scent of their coffee beans roasting and then shooting through a tube overhead is something I look forward to every time I go for my stash. The Block Party Blend is my favorite for its notes of chocolate and caramel, and perks me up in the morning as I start my day. I add coffee to several of my recipes, both sweet and savory. Now searching for coffee has become an adventure: Stumptown, Porto Rico Importing, Blue Bottle, and D’Amico are also regular spots to pick up beans.

I can’t mention coffee without mentioning tea. I roast chicken with tea leaves and add tea to desserts, and even vegetables. Tea can add both sweet and early nuances to a dish. There are so many tea shops, from Harney & Sons, Sullivan Street Tea & Spice Company, McNulty’s, David’s, Kusmi Tea, and Sun’s Organic. It’s always good to have a variety of teas for drinking and cooking.

New York City and its amazing variety of shops has become my inspiration for cooking. I never tire of adventuring around the city, gathering ingredients, and running home to cook, excited to experiment with my discoveries. My goal is to inspire you to venture around your home, whether it’s here in New York or in the artisan shops of your own town. Which is not to say that you have to run around town like I do; this is what I love to do, so it’s natural for me. If your area doesn’t offer artisanal cheese, Indian spice shops, or other places I mention throughout the book, you can order online (web addresses on pages 193–203). I simply want to inspire you, whether you choose to spend a day seeking out ingredients or ordering them from the comforts of home. There are so many gifts and treasures to find at specialty food stores, and I don’t want you to miss out on all their offerings. Plus, the people behind these stores love what they do and want to share their products.

Find more recipes and information about the New York City food scene on my website: newyorkcity.kitchen


STAPLE ITEMS FOR UNORDINARY COOKING

I’ve never been satisfied with regular ol’ salt and pepper at the supermarket, or the dried herbs sitting in jars when fresh ones are so much tastier. My adventurous spirit has led me to find great salts, spices, butter, and olive oil with which to cook. I think great ingredients can turn a mediocre dish into something more. Here is a list of the staples I have on hand most of the time, and where I buy them. Even if you can’t trek around New York City to gather these basic ingredients (which I do recommend if you live here or come to visit), you can easily order most of them online and have them delivered right to your door (web addresses on pages 193–203). That is, if you can’t find them in your neighborhood stores.

Olive oil: There are so many places to get olive oil, but my favorite is the one from Frankies 457 Spuntino. It could be that this is a local restaurant I adore, but the incredible flavor is undeniable. I also buy olive oil from Il Buco Alimentari, Di Palo’s, Eataly, and sometimes Dean & DeLuca.

Butter: Head to Zabar’s for American (Keller’s Plugrá), Dutch (Lurpak), or French (Beurre d’Echire) butter, to Eataly for Italian butter, and for locally made butter, visit Murray’s Cheese or Saxelby Cheesemongers.

Salt: The Meadow, hands down, is the best place to buy salt, simply for their large collection of what was once thought of as a mundane ingredient. Here, you can get a wide variety of traditional sea salt, flaky salt, smoked salt, rock salt, Himalayan, grinder, cooking, curing, coarse, pickling, and brining salt—and even salt blocks.

Peppercorns: Although black peppercorns are the most popular, it’s also nice to have pink and white peppercorns for certain recipes. Kalustyan’s has a large selection, including black tellicherry, white, pink, and green, among other blends.

Spices: Kalustyan’s is one of my favorite stores for spices from cardamom pods to Chinese five-spice powder. If you haven’t been there, I highly suggest a visit. You’ll be astounded at the variety of spices, not to mention a million other ingredients you didn’t know you wanted. I also pick up spices at Spices and Tease in the Chelsea Market, Sahadi’s, Patel Brothers, and Two for the Pot. La Boîte has some gorgeous blends. These are the spices I keep stocked most of the time: smoked paprika, Chinese five-spice, cardamom, cumin, coriander, garam masala, Sunny Paris from Penzeys Spices (mail order), za’atar, and shawarma.

Eggs: For local eggs, I visit the Union Square Greenmarket and other farmers’ markets around the city. I love Tello’s Green Farm or Wild Hive Farm, but any local farm will have eggs that are far superior to the supermarket brands. Honestly, there is no comparison.

Rice: White, brown, jasmine, long grain, short grain … there are so many varieties! Head to Hong Kong Supermarket for bulk rice shopping (jasmine, brown, and sushi) or Kalustyan’s for more obscure types. I also pick up different types of grains from Eataly and Il Buco Alimentari.

Coffee: Coffee is my morning elixir, and I use it in a few of my recipes, too. For great coffee beans, head to Roasting Plant, where they roast coffee beans on site, or Stumptown, D’Amico Coffee, Blue Bottle, Brooklyn Roasting Company, and Porto Rico Importing.

Tea: While coffee is my morning drink, tea is my afternoon beverage. I also add tea to cupcakes and pound cakes. Harney & Sons in SoHo has so many wonderful choices that I can barely make up my mind; I love Brigitte’s Blend for a brisk cup and the SoHo blend, which has coconut and vanilla overtones (so great with milk on a cold day). I also enjoy teas from Kusmi Tea and Mariage Frères.

Bread: I have not ventured into baking my own bread. Someday, I will. For now, I buy bread mostly at Maison Kayser, Balthazar, Amy’s Bread, Bien Cuit, and Caputo Bakery. I love having bread around for snacking with cheese from, say, Murray’s or Stinky Bklyn, and to eat with all the dips and stews included in this book.

Chocolate: I love baking with chocolate from Mast Brothers, Scharffen Berger, Jacques Torres, or L.A. Burdick. To nibble on while I’m at home cooking or writing, some of my favorite chocolates are from Kee’s Chocolates. I also like the bars from Vosges Haut-Chocolat.

Other: On a regular basis, I also keep these items stocked: both red and white wine for cooking and drinking, tamarind, a variety of mustards from Maille (I love their mustards on tap!), local honey, citrus fruits, a variety of vinegars (balsamic, white, and rice wine), lemongrass, garlic, fresh ginger, Parmesan, onions, shallots, olives, scallions, saba, fish sauce, chili paste, sesame oil, miso, orange blossom water, rose water, fig jam, guava paste, saffron, and lots of spices.
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A few helpful kitchen tools

No one wants a ton of extra kitchen tools sitting around causing clutter, but I swear by these few items.

KitchenAid mixer: great for cakes, pizza dough, whipped cream, cake batter, and more.

Immersion blender: for quick sauces.

Tiny food processor: I use this to chop garlic and onions, and I happen to have gotten a great one from Tupperware. It’s not electronic, but works wonders on small ingredients.

Larger food processor: for dips, sauces, puréed soups, and more.

High-quality knives: I suggest Wüsthof and Korin, which sell professional cutlery from Germany and Japan.

Mortar and pestle: this is one of my favorite tools for crushing herbs, garlic, nuts, and more to make pastas and sauces. I love this one shown from Emile Henry.
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Appetizers, Dips, and Party Food

For Impromptu Get-Togethers

I love to snack, but not on junk food. You’ll never catch me buying potato chips or chemical-laden cheese doodles at the local bodega. But I do love nibbling throughout the day on cheese, flatbread with dips, grilled vegetables, and charcuterie. During hectic days, these “snacks,” paired with a salad, turn into a meal. And they serve another purpose: when friends come over on a whim, you have something lovely to offer—alongside a glass of wine!

Roasted Red Pepper Spread

Tzatziki

Olive Tapenade

Sweet Potato and Carrot Dip with Nigella Seeds

Miso-Honey Eggplant Dip

Mini Greek Meatballs

Burrata with Grapes and Pistachios

Papaya White Bean Dip

Grilled Halloumi with Peppadew Peppers, Olives, and Pine Nuts

Cheese and Charcuterie Platter

Classic Pizza

Truffle Pizza

Mussels in Garlic White Wine Sauce
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Roasted Red Pepper Spread

Serves 2–4

When my daughter was in kindergarten, I invited one of her friend’s parents over for dinner. We became fast friends, I think in part, because of this spread. My favorite way to eat it is on grilled bread (alongside wine or coffee) and served with paella or bouillabaisse. You could roast your own red peppers or simply use a jar to make things easier.


QUICK TIP

I love keeping a few dips and spreads in my refrigerator. They’re a nice addition to lunch with some fresh vegetables and flatbread, or even on their own for when friends visit. Speaking of flatbread, you could make your own, a laborious endeavor for sure, but there’s no need when you have stores like Damascus Bakery and Kings Highway Bakery, both of which serve the freshest, fluffiest pita bread you’ll ever taste.



1 (12-ounce) jar roasted red peppers (or roast 2 peppers on a cookie sheet in the oven at 400°F for 15–20 minutes, then remove skin)

3 cloves garlic

1 cup panko bread crumbs or some stale bread, chopped

juice of 1 lemon

¼ cup parsley

½ teaspoon cayenne pepper

½ teaspoon dried ancho chile pepper, crumbled

½ teaspoon coarse salt

½ teaspoon freshly ground pepper

⅓ cup extra-virgin olive oil

Add all ingredients to a food processor or blender. Combine until the spread is slightly coarse, not smooth.

Tzatziki

Serves 2–4

Of all the Greek dips, tzatziki is the most refreshing, and while you can certainly buy it at a store like Titan Foods in Astoria, it’s actually very easy to make. Serve with vegetables and flatbread. It also makes a great sauce for meatballs, sandwiches, chicken, or fish.

2 cups plain yogurt

1 cucumber, peeled, chopped

3 cloves garlic

juice of 1 lemon

salt and freshly ground pepper, to taste

2 tablespoons fresh dill, plus more for garnish

Add all ingredients to a blender. Blend until smooth. Top with additional dill.

Olive Tapenade

Serves 2–4

Tapenade is a sublime and salty delight that pairs well with a glass of wine and some crunchy bread from, say, Bien Cuit or Caputo Bakery. You could also spread some on fish before baking.

2 cups olives, a mix of black and green

3 cloves garlic

2 teaspoons anchovy paste

1 tablespoon capers

1 tablespoon fresh basil

1 tablespoon fresh parsley

juice of 1 lemon (about 1 tablespoon)

1 tablespoon olive oil

1 teaspoon salt

1 teaspoon freshly ground black pepper

Add all ingredients to a food processor and blend until just combined. The tapenade should be slightly chunky.
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Sweet Potato and Carrot Dip with Nigella Seeds

Serves 2–4

Well-known in India, nigella seeds aren’t a common spice, but you can find them in a spice shop like Kalustyan’s. They most resemble black sesame seeds, which can be used as an alternative.

2 medium-sized sweet potatoes

2 carrots, peeled

¼ cup walnuts

2 teaspoons smoked paprika, divided

2 teaspoons cumin, divided

1 tablespoon olive oil, plus more for drizzling

2 cloves garlic

juice and zest of 1 lemon

salt and freshly ground pepper, to taste

2 chives, chopped

1 tablespoon nigella seeds (optional)

1 tablespoon fresh coriander or parsley

Preheat oven to 450°F. Use a fork to poke holes in the sweet potatoes. Then, place the sweet potatoes and carrots in a baking dish. Drizzle the potatoes with olive oil and roast for 45 minutes.

In a separate bowl, toss the walnuts with one teaspoon each of smoked paprika and cumin. In a skillet over medium heat, heat up the walnuts until browned. Set aside. Once cooled off, chop or mash in a mortar and pestle.

When the sweet potatoes and carrots are done and out of the oven, cut the sweet potatoes in half and let cool for about 10 minutes. Remove the skin.

Place the sweet potatoes, carrots, 1 tablespoon olive oil, 1 teaspoon each of paprika and cumin, garlic, lemon juice and zest, salt, and pepper in a blender and mix until combined. Stir in the chives. Top with prepared walnuts, nigella seeds, fresh herbs, and a dash of olive oil.

Miso-Honey Eggplant Dip

Serves 2–4

The wonderful sweet-salty-nutty flavors of miso pair well with eggplant. Serve with rice crackers or sliced vegetables.


QUICK TIP

I like to visit Spices and Tease in Chelsea Market when I’m in the neighborhood to pick up one of my go-to spice blends: Japanese seven-spice; a combination of orange peel, black, white, and toasted sesame seeds, cayenne, ginger, Szechuan pepper, and nori. You can sprinkle it on so many dishes from vegetables to seafood to eggs to noodle dishes. Here it adds some crunch and heat to roasted eggplant.



2 small-to-medium eggplants, halved lengthwise

1 tablespoon sesame oil

2 tablespoons miso

2 tablespoons rice vinegar

1 tablespoon soy sauce

2 tablespoons honey

2 teaspoons Japanese seven-spice or sesame seeds, divided

2 scallions, chopped

Place eggplant halves on a cookie sheet and rub with sesame oil. Place under the broiler in your oven for about 5 minutes. Turn the eggplant over and broil for another 5 minutes. Then, turn over again so that the fleshy side is facing up. In a separate bowl, combine miso with rice vinegar. Add soy sauce, honey, and 1 teaspoon of Japanese seven-spice or sesame seeds. Mix until combined. Spread over the eggplant flesh and broil for about 30 minutes, until soft. Remove from oven and cool. Remove flesh and mash until smooth. Top with 1 additional teaspoon of Japanese seven-spice and chopped scallions.
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Mini Greek Meatballs

Serves 2–4

Having a young daughter who loves meatballs, I’ve made many varieties. What’s great about mini meatballs is that they can be eaten on their own as an appetizer, in a sandwich for lunch, or as a main course along with some side dishes. Although I recommend pan frying these, you can also bake them at 400°F for about 15 minutes.
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