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Brighter than fireflies upon the Uji River

Are your words in the dark, Beloved.

—AMY LOWELL

To the love of my life, Aren LeeKong.



INTRODUCTION


Over the years, I’ve noticed that when you talk to people about food, it’s never really about the food. Sure, it starts that way. You discuss what someone likes to cook, ingredients that resonate, dishes their family loves, but then it almost always becomes a conversation about how they grew up, their childhood food memories, history, and strong life influences.


I, like many others, learned at my mother’s and other family members’ hips in the kitchen. My heritage is multicultural—Indo-Pakistani and Tanzanian—and I remember how both the cuisines and mother tongues of my parents blended as a child, to the extent that I was never quite sure to which side a particular dish or word belonged. This blend was completely natural, a personal mashup, and certainly has spilled over into my way of thinking about life and food.


The idea of making food based on your personal history is found in countries all over the world. After all, a country or region’s cuisine is a direct reflection of its history—war, invasion, immigration of peoples. Each additional culture contributes bits and pieces along the way. For example, Peruvian culture is inclusive of the indigenous Native Americans, conquering Spanish (some with Arabic wives), and Japanese and Chinese immigrants. South Africa has Dutch, Malay, Indian, Arab, Portuguese, German, and the indigenous African tribes like Khoikhoi, Xhosa, and Zulu. Turkey’s cuisine came from the Mongols, Chinese, Persians, European Mediterraneans, and other Arabic and Slavic influences. And I might even be missing some influences in these lists.


America is no different, and has certainly become one of the most open cultures, attempting to embrace diversity. Immigrants come from all over the world; families move and migrate and marry. I’m now married to a guy from Brooklyn, whose family comes from Trinidad by way of Venezuela, Spain, and China. What I cook at home is a complete amalgamation of both of our cultures’ histories. Though many dishes are based in the past, I sometimes imagine our future children and the blend that they will grow up understanding as their own.


Many of us start off with culture that’s passed on from our family, and then we build on it by absorbing aspects from our own life. That’s what I like to call a person’s cultural layers: family, education, marriage, travels, influences of friends and colleagues, likes, and dislikes. All of these factors play into the way a person cooks.


We are incredibly fortunate to live in a time when different ingredients and spices are readily accessible, and when other cultures’ foods have comingled and entered the American dialogue. What might have been called exotic just ten years ago might not be so today.


I cook, quite simply, the way that I eat. My style is not about elevation or modernism; it’s just my personal way of preserving food traditions. I am not a purist, and my travels, heritage, family, or even culinary training, serve merely as inspiration—I do not declare that anything I cook is exactly per the tradition. I work with what I can find, have on hand, or simply prefer flavorwise. I encourage you to follow the same idea as you read through my stories and try the recipes in this book.


Look for recipes where traditions, spices, or ingredients from other cultures make that easy transition into your own, when they become something translatable, taking foods you know and love to another level. For example, you could simply incorporate a new spice or blend into a recipe you have lying around, or you could try a technique you learned from another culture on an ingredient your family already likes.


Just like you, I go to the grocery store. I entertain for friends and family. I have busy weeknights. I have friends who are vegan, and some who are eating gluten-free. All of that is reflected in this book. (Look for the labels to show you which recipes are vegetarian, vegan, or gluten-free. In addition, consider that some recipes can be made vegetarian or vegan simply by swapping vegetable stock for chicken stock, for example.)


I take the idea of exotic, which is to say globally influenced through my personal lens, and bring it into my everyday cooking. I honor my American sensibilities and simultaneously pay homage to the flavors and traditions of a variety of ethnicities—this is my Exotic Table. I make things easier or simpler where it’s efficient, but I’m also not afraid of the old-school: long braises, sauces from scratch, and a complex layering of flavors.


Food is subject to interpretation, to personal reinvention, and my goal is not to give you a set way of doing things. I’m a teach-a-woman-to-fish kind of gal, and food is ultimately about identity, a language containing your own heritage and traditions. Take my ideas and see how they work with your own cultural layers. Play, experiment, make them yours, and see what blend you come up with.




Chapter 1

SPICES, INGREDIENTS, AND EQUIPMENT
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This next section is dedicated to what I like to call my Exotic Pantry—some of my favorite spice blends and condiments that I keep in my kitchen at all times. These are building blocks…truly easy ways to start creating your own layers of flavor.

Having these items at the ready means one less step and, for me, a more seamless and enjoyable cooking process. It’s easy to jazz up everyday cooking when you have a little Ras El Hanout, a fragrant North African spice blend, or Sambal Oelek, a good, basic chili paste, around. You’ll see that many of the recipes from other chapters of the book pull from this section, but my hope is that you come up with your own uses for them too.


Spices

Spices, to me, form a cuisine’s signature—that aromatic blend that provides instant information as to a dish’s origins. I keep my pantry stocked and go through a decent quantity of spices on a regular basis. As you decide which flavors you like best, you can do the same thing.




Keeping Spices Fresh

Here are a few keys to maintaining their intense flavor:




	Keep spices in airtight containers in a cool, dark spot away from humidity. Light, heat, and moisture all degrade the flavor. Ground spices stay fresh for 6 months, and whole spices up to a year.

	You can keep chili flakes in airtight containers at room temperature if they are of the drier sort. If the chili flakes are oily, like an Aleppo or Urfa chili, store them in the freezer. This helps their flavors stay bright and fruity, and they will keep for up to a year.

	Whole spices keep their flavor more intensely and for a longer period of time than ground spices because they have less surface area for the aroma and flavor to dissipate from. Try to grind spices in small quantities as you need them—I do this regularly with items like black pepper, cumin seeds, and cinnamon.

	Toasting spices can bring them back from the dead. If you taste a ground spice and there’s no spark, try toasting it in a dry skillet over a medium-low flame to see if that revives the flavor.

	If you must keep a spice in ground form, try to keep it in a smaller quantity and buy it more often to make sure it’s as fresh as possible.

	When using spices in a recipe, measure them out into a small bowl or your palm before approaching the stove in order to keep the container away from the steam and heat.




Commonly Used Spices In This Book

You can find many of the spices used in this book at your everyday grocery store, but you might need to look online or at an ethnic grocer in your area for some of the specialty spices.




SALT

Salt is mentioned first because it is the single most important spice you’ll use. Salt is key to achieving depth of flavor; the rest of the spices and aromatics in a dish will have no meaning without it.



Salt is in nearly every recipe in this book, and in most places, unless otherwise specified, I use kosher salt. I find the flavor cleaner, and it absorbs quickly into dishes and has no additives. You’ll also see flake salt, like Maldon, referred to throughout the book—this is beautiful as a finishing salt because the large flat crystals provide great texture to a dish. For my spice blend recipes in the book, I add salt in moderation. This allows you to use your own judgment when you are adding it to a dish—for example, to a stew with a salted broth or on meat versus fish—and to decide the right overall level for the dish.


OTHER SPICES

Ajwain seeds: You may have seen ajwain seeds labeled as ajowan, bishop’s weed, or even carom seeds, and they’re actually a member of the parsley family. The leaves are not really used in cooking, and the seeds bear a close resemblance to small cumin or celery seeds. The seeds contain high levels of thymol, the volatile oil in thyme, but they have a slight bitterness, even a sharp peppery bite, to them. Cooking them brings out the herbaceous quality in them and mellows most of the bitterness.



Aleppo chili flakes: Aleppo chilies come from Syria and are named after the northern city of Aleppo. This chili flake has often been compared to ancho and is fruity, moderately hot, with smoky undertones that come from being sun-dried. It has an acidic tartness to it and is actually a little salty; the heat hits fast and then subtly lingers. This is my favorite all-around chili flake for cooking because it has robust flavor and the perfect amount of heat.

Anardana: Anardana are pomegranate seeds that have been air-dried—a process that renders them caramelized and concentrated with pomegranate flavor. They are slightly sweet yet a bit sour. Look for a moister seed—if the seeds are dry and hard, it’s a bad batch, and they just won’t be as flavorful.

Berbere: Berbere is a key ingredient in Ethiopian cooking. It gives their stews that blood-red color and signature spiced flavor. Berbere comes in a ground form that’s a complex blend of dried chilies, garlic, ginger, and red onion with such spices as fenugreek, ajwain, cardamom, cloves, cinnamon, cumin, nutmeg, black pepper, turmeric, and an herb called sacred basil.

Black pepper: Freshly ground black pepper shows beautifully in a dish. I personally prefer Tellicherry peppercorns, which come from their namesake region on India’s Malabar coast. Versus other black peppercorns, this one is cleaned of stems and lesser quality peppercorns, and is extra large. It’s largely regarded as the highest quality black peppercorn in the world and, with its high volatile oil content, has a strong fragrance and pungency. With Tellicherry pepper, a little goes a long way.

Cardamom: Cardamom comes in a pod form (white, green, and black) with the green version being the most readily available. It’s known for having astringency and a warm, camphorous, palate-clearing flavor. Whereas green is more pungent and has a menthol flavor, black cardamom is earthier—less eucalyptus and more woodsy and smoky.

Chili powder: The chili powder I use throughout the book is a hot, Indian version. If you find that your chili powder lacks heat, feel free to supplement with cayenne.

Dill seeds: Dill seeds are flat, tear-shaped seeds and are actually the fruits of the dill plant. The flavor of the seed is stronger than the herb; it has a sharper bite and none of the leafy sweetness. For me, caraway is the closest taste comparison. Dill also contains notes of chervil, parsley, and anise, which isn’t surprising since the plants are all in the same family. The seed definitely gets a boost from dry-roasting, but it should be ground to order, as the flavor dissipates quickly after being ground.

Fenugreek: Fenugreek seeds are small, hard, and rectangular and have a bitter, vegetal flavor. They also have maple syrup–like notes, particularly when toasted. The seeds are generally known to be used in Indian cooking and give curries their signature flavor.

Garam masala: Garam masala is a blend of spices used predominantly in Indian cooking and typically includes cumin, coriander, cardamom, peppercorns, cinnamon, clove, bay leaf, nutmeg, and ginger, though blends may vary.

Granulated garlic and granulated onion: I prefer granulated garlic and granulated onion over the traditional powder forms because I find the texture allows for easy mixing in rubs and marinades and it doesn’t cake or clump up over time like the powder does. Granulated garlic also holds its flavor on the shelf for longer. If you only have powder on hand, cut back on the amount in the recipe by 1⁄3 to 1⁄2, depending on the potency.

Mustard seeds: Mustard seeds are the small black, brown, or yellow seeds of the mustard plant. They are bitter when raw, but mellow through cooking with a balanced, slightly hot, mustard flavor. Most often, they are fried in hot oil until they pop to release their flavor.

Nigella seeds: Nigella seeds are tear-shaped, matte, and coal-black. They are bitter when raw, but when cooked, there develops a peppery, almost oregano-like flavor. The spice is often confused with black cumin or black sesame seeds, but the taste is vastly different from either of those.

Pimentón de La Vera (smoked Spanish paprika): For this paprika, Spanish peppers from the La Vera region are oakwood-smoked and dried before being milled. The result is a deep red, smoky spice with varying degrees of heat.

Saffron: Saffron threads are the stigmas from the crocus flower and are picked by hand. It’s one of the most versatile spices, amazing in both savory and sweet dishes, and has a distinctive, floral aroma. I’m partial to Persian saffron—it has a lower moisture content, which means it keeps for a longer period of time and also crushes easily into a powder so you can use less.

Sumac: Sumac is a deep burgundy–colored spice powder made from crushed sumac berries. The flavor is tangy and pleasantly sour with fruity undertones. Sumac trees are found predominantly in the Mediterranean region and throughout the Middle East, and the spice is a staple in Middle Eastern cooking. It is used as a souring agent and is a key ingredient in za’atar.

Turmeric: Turmeric is a rhizome (or a root) that’s typically boiled, dried, cleaned, and crushed into powder form to get the signature deep orange-yellow spice we’re all used to seeing. The flavor is a bit bitter, earthy, and an aggregator—it helps meld together the aromatics like onion and garlic and the various spices in a dish.

Urfa chili flakes: Urfa chili flakes (biber) are made by coarse-grinding a pepper grown in southeastern Turkey, close to Syria. They range in color from burgundy to purplish-black and undergo a two-part process, alternatingly dried in the sun and wrapped overnight. This process develops the amazingly smoky, sweet, and earthy character. The flavor is a lot like ancho chilies, although with a bit more heat.


Fats

I’ll disclaim here that I’m not a low-fat kind of gal. My personal preference is to eat a smaller quantity of more fully flavored (and full-fat) food than to snack away at empty calories. To that end, here are the main fats I use:



Butter: There is no getting around butter for flavor, and I use it where needed throughout this book. I strictly work with unsalted butter so that the salt can be controlled.

Oils: The oils I use the most are canola, olive, or a canola/olive blend. I find canola oil to be stable, with a high smoking point, and it’s neutral enough to let spices and flavors shine through. Olive oil has a distinctive flavor, so for me, it works best with specific dishes. I use extra-virgin olive oil for salads and finishing only.


Ingredients

The ingredients from the dishes in this book span the globe but may also be found at your local farmers’ market. Whenever possible, cook with peak-season fruits and vegetables to maximize flavor. Following are a few ingredients that you may or may not have seen. For the hard-to-find ones, I provide substitutes in the recipes themselves.



Cassava: Cassava is a thick, starchy root vegetable that’s also known as manioc or yuca. It’s a staple food in many parts of Africa and Latin America, and the flesh can become a bit sticky or gummy when cooked. The root should be firm to the touch and of an even color.

Chia seeds: The chia plant is a member of the mint family, native to parts of Mexico and Guatemala. The seed is a complete source of protein, has more calcium than skim milk on a per-ounce basis, and is the richest plant source of omega-3. In water, the seeds swell up and become gelatinous (like basil seeds), actually holding nine to twelve times their weight in water.

Chilies: I tend to work with fresh chilies rather than dried whenever possible. My favorites are Thai, serrano, Fresno, and jalapeño chilies (in order of decreasing heat). I use Scotch bonnets and habaneros for their intense flavor in a few recipes, but they are scorchingly hot. Make sure to wear protective gloves when chopping, and deseed and devein them before using.

Coconut milk: I have made my own coconut milk in the past, which provides the best flavor. You basically blend the flesh of a brown coconut with the coconut’s water and a few cups of hot water. Strain and squeeze the grated coconut in batches with muslin to get the first milk. You can moisten the grated coconut and squeeze to get a second, thinner milk as well. The store-bought, canned version works fine for the recipes in this book, too.

Curry leaves: The fragrant curry leaf is found mostly in South Asian cooking. They get their name because of their use in curries, but the leaves can also be pan-roasted with a little oil to add flavor to a host of dry dishes. Curry leaves are woodsy, lemony, and actually a little smoky, with no curry flavor whatsoever. The leaf can be frozen for storage purposes, but it does lose some of its flavor that way.

Dutch process cocoa powder: Dutch process cocoa powder is natural cocoa powder that has been alkalized to neutralize its natural acidity.

Fruit molasses (pomegranate, grape, date, etc.): Historically, sugar was extraordinarily expensive in regions outside of India. During the summer months when sweet fruits were plentiful, the fresh juice of these fruits was boiled and reduced down to create intensely flavorful and perfectly sweet syrups, or molasses. These syrups were the ideal sweeteners, capitalizing on peak-season fruit, and were kept for months. In this book, I use these natural sweeteners and provide a recipe for how to make your own pomegranate molasses (see recipe in this chapter).

Guava paste (Pasta de Guayaba or Goiabada): Guava paste is guava purée that’s been cooked down with sugar and a bit of pectin. It sets into a semisolid, gelatinous state and is used in Latin American cooking.

Hibiscus flowers (dried): Dried hibiscus flowers can often be found at tea shops, ethnic grocers, and specialty gourmet shops. The petals must be steeped in hot water to release their tart and floral flavor. They also go by the names sorrel and flor de Jamaica.

Medjool dates: Medjool dates are prized for being the largest and most flavorful of the date family. They have a tender, melt-in-your-mouth character and a flavor that is sweet with overtones of caramel and chocolate. A good date should be like dessert, albeit a bit healthier since it’s high in fiber and minerals.

Mexican chocolate: Mexican chocolate is typically made with roasted cocoa nibs, sugar, and cinnamon, though it may include other spices or ingredients like chilies or nuts. It is found in bar form or in round, relatively flat disks. Mexican chocolate also refers to the hot drink made from the chocolate.

Mirin: Mirin is a distinctive Japanese rice wine, not unlike sake, and is found at many traditional grocers as well as Asian specialty stores.

Miso paste: Miso is a Japanese staple ingredient made from fermented soybeans, rice, or barley. I tend to use shiro miso, or white miso paste, which has a sweeter and more mellow flavor than the red kind.

Paella rice (Bomba and Callasparra): Paella rice is a shorter-grain, round rice that has a high starch content. It can absorb close to three times its volume in broth or water while still keeping its firm, structural integrity.

Palm sugar: Palm sugar is unrefined, naturally processed sugar cane, date palm, or even coconut palm sap. With less processing comes less depletion of vitamins and minerals, and a form of this unrefined, economical sugar is found in cuisines around the world, from South Asian to East Asian to West Indian and Latin American. The flavor is a combination of molasses, brown sugar, and butterscotch. It also has a low melting and high burning temperature, so it works well in everything from sauces to dry rubs.

Peruvian chilies: Peruvian chilies, or ajis, are extremely flavorful. Aji limo is long and red and used for garnishes and in ceviche. Aji amarillo is their yellow pepper, has a mild flavor, and is often used in paste form. Aji panca is usually found dried and has a flavor not unlike chipotle—sweet and a touch smoky. It’s pretty difficult to find fresh versions of these chilies, but the jarred pastes are readily available online and at specialty grocers.

Stocks: Good stocks are a foundation in cooking. I use stocks throughout this book—for sauces, soups, and braises. Try making your own to achieve the greatest depth of flavor.

Orange blossom water: Orange blossom water comes from the blossoms of the Seville orange, a bitter and fragrant orange native to Asia. The petals of the flower are heated in water, and the resulting steam is condensed and separated, now scented with the orange blossom. The result is a clear liquid that is floral with orange citrus notes and a hint of bitterness. Having a light hand helps when it comes to this ingredient—it gets overwhelmingly perfume-y in excess. Be sure to taste your particular brand before following a recipe.

Yuzu: Yuzu is a Japanese citrus fruit with a highly aromatic and distinctive flavor. It contains notes of lime, grapefruit, and mandarin, a Meyer lemon–like sweetness, acidity, and, at the same time, it has a signature, aromatic, floral muskiness and salinity that I love.


Equipment

Here are some of my favorite kitchen tools and pots that can help you make the recipes in this book.



Cast-iron skillet: A good cast-iron skillet is a lifetime investment and is second only to the Dutch oven in my book. It’s nonstick, has even heat distribution, and goes from stovetop to oven. You can use it for everything from shallow frying to baking pies to searing a steak.

Coffee grinder: This is my go-to device for grinding small portions of nuts and all of my spices. You can grind spices into a powdery texture with it, and it cleans up easily. Tip: Whir some salt in there every now and then to remove the lingering aromas.

Dutch oven: I can’t live without my Dutch oven. Mine is cast-iron, provides really even and gentle heat, and holds the heat well. It’s my go-to for one-pot meals, soups, stews, long braises, and even casseroles. The enameled versions are a bit more expensive, but worth it—they are nonreactive and so work well for tomato-based and other acidic dishes.

Ice cream scoop: Of course, it’s fantastic for scooping ice cream, but I also use it to control size and portion. It’s great for creating even amounts—batter for muffins, donuts, fritters, crab cakes, and biscuits, to name a few things.

Japanese mandoline: There’s nothing better to quickly and evenly slice, julienne, or create even finer cuts for fruits and vegetables. Each piece looks the same and cooks evenly.

Potato ricer: This is the tool for creating beautiful, fluffy vegetable purées—mashed regular or sweet potatoes, parsnips, celery root, sunchokes, etc. I can’t get through fall and winter without it.

Stand mixer: Although a hand mixer works pretty well for some recipes, you’ll find using a stand mixer easier for others. It’s great for cakes, cookies, dough, whipped cream, eggs, compound butters, and homemade marshmallows. If you have a few extra attachments, you can do everything from grind meat to make ice cream. This falls right after my cast-iron skillet in terms of utility in the kitchen.


Importance of Palate

The single most important tool? Your senses. Learning to trust your senses—sight, smell, and taste (even hearing and touch)—is an asset in the kitchen. It’s what distinguishes a good cook from a great one!




Where to Buy

Following are some online resources for my favorite spices, ingredients, and kitchen tools.




Kalustyan’s

Kalustyan’s is my go-to global spice and “off the beaten path” ingredient megastore—I can peruse in there for hours and without fail walk out with something new to try. They have been around for decades, and their landmark store was where my mom used to get her spices when she lived in New York City in her early twenties. I buy a lot of my bulk spices here, know the quality is going to be incredible, and have even special-ordered hard-to-find items for restaurants in which I’ve worked. For me, wandering their physical store brings a great deal of joy, but they have pretty much everything online for order as well.



What they have: Aleppo or Urfa chili flakes, various fruit molasses, palm sugar, Peruvian chili pastes, Medjool dates, dried hibiscus flowers

Website: www.kalustyans.com


Penzeys Spices

Penzeys is another trusted source I use for single-note spices. Their quality is excellent, and they have a great range of spices to choose from.



What they have: Sumac, nigella seeds, smoked Spanish paprika

Website: www.penzeys.com


Zingerman’s

Zingerman’s is a fantastic resource for mail-order foodstuffs—everything from Italian wild cherries to specialty breads to gorgeous gift baskets for culinary enthusiasts. They also have great, high-quality ingredients I love to keep around my kitchen.



What they have: Harissa, stone-ground grits, Bomba rice, Mexican chocolate

Website: www.zingermans.com


Murray’s Cheese

Whenever I plan to entertain, be it for a few friends or a full dinner party, I always stop by Murray’s Cheese. They have a huge selection of gorgeous cheeses and charcuterie, and the staff is really knowledgeable. I also love the olive oils, vinegars, honeys, and preserves they have on hand… and can’t help but splurge on my favorite Vermont Creamery cultured butter.



What they have: Every type of cheese you could want, cultured butter, extra-virgin olive oils, beautiful honeys

Website: www.murrayscheese.com


D’artagnan

I’m a big fan of D’artagnan and have cooked their heritage turkeys for Thanksgiving and bone-in short ribs for Christmas. They are an amazing source for fresh and cured meats, sausages, and gourmet specialty items.



What they have: andouille sausage, smoked duck and chicken breasts, demi glace

Website: www.dartagnan.com


Amazon.com

I am always shocked by what I can find on Amazon. There is literally no end—from spices to ingredients to equipment.



What they have: Ethiopian berbere, guava paste, Japanese mandoline

Website: www.amazon.com


Broadway Panhandler

This store is a cook’s dream. From cookware to Japanese knives to baking supplies, they have it all.



What they have: Dutch oven, potato ricer, stand mixer

Website: www.broadwaypanhandler.com


Exotic Pantry

Here you will find some of my pantry staples, ingredients, and spice blends I like to have on hand in my kitchen to add a bit of flair to everyday cooking. Using whole spices and grinding them where I’ve noted creates incredible flavor—but if you only have ground spices on hand, start from there. Make these blends your own, tweak to your individual tastes, and work them into the dishes you love best.
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Homemade Pomegranate Molasses

Fruit molasses are eaten throughout the Middle East and Mediterranean and were an early and cheap sweetener when sugar was really expensive. In the West, we think of molasses as the super thick byproduct of the sugar process, but in these other parts of the world, fruit molasses is simply a cooking down of the must or juices of fruit until it turns to syrup. Pomegranate molasses is gaining in popularity but is not always the easiest to find. Cooking down 100% pomegranate juice gets you to the same place, so check out this homemade version of this delicious ingredient. VEGAN, GLUTEN-FREE

YIELDS APPROXIMATELY 1 CUP

48 fluid ounces pomegranate juice (100% juice like POM)


	Pour the pomegranate juice into a medium saucepan and set over medium-high heat. Bring up to a boil and lower to a simmer. Simmer uncovered for 1 hour or until the juice is reduced to a syrup and coats a spoon.

	The pomegranate molasses will still seem loose when it’s hot but will thicken and become more of a syrupy texture as it cools.

	Cool completely and keep refrigerated. This should keep for about 3 weeks to a month in the fridge.




This method should work with other juices as well—grape, blueberry, and cherry, to name a few. The cook time will differ for each depending on the sugar content, so just keep an eye out. Stick with 100% juice with no added sugars to keep it healthy.
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