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This book is dedicated to Elizabeth,

who double-dog dares me every single day,

and to Zoey,

who might possibly change the world.






PROLOGUE

When it was first suggested that I’d reached a point in my career where I might consider having a go at writing a collection of essays, I replied that I didn’t think I had anything to say. When asked about writing something more memoir-esque, my answer was that nothing had ever really happened to me, at least nothing worth writing about. My wife, Elizabeth, not buying this for a moment, pointed out, ever so gently, that if I didn’t have anything to talk about, and if nothing had ever happened to me, why couldn’t I stop talking about all the stuff on my mind and regaling her with tales of my glorious past?

This was, of course, a trap, albeit a loving one.

By tempting, nay, daring me to create a collection of essays, she was, in effect, subtly asking me to maybe shut up for a while. Resigned to my fate, I loaded a clean piece of blue paper into my 1965 Hermes 3000 portable typewriter (not that Hermes) and started typing… and kept typing for four months solid, pausing only for a bout of COVID and to change ribbons. I stopped shaving because it took up too much time, and now I look a little like Rick Rubin, only without the red glasses. (I’ve come to believe that a beard is critical to the writing process, as it gives one something to stroke while pondering that next bon mot.)

So, Elizabeth was right (there, it’s in print), as it turns out I do have a few things I’d like to share, and a few experiences to relay, which I sincerely hope collectively merit investigation by you, dear reader, especially if you are in any way a fan of my work in the culinary field. This is not to say that this is a book just about food, it isn’t, despite the fact that food seems to always be lurking about. That’s simply the way my life has turned out, whether I meant for it to or not.

A few of these essays may wander into tender territory. This isn’t because I’m trying to be provocative, but rather because I’m a grown-up, and grown-ups sometimes have to think, share, and discuss things that may not be all cozy and “chill.” Many of the stories I’ve included here were not comfortable for me when they took place, but time grants perspective and I guess I’m at the age where a long view is finally possible, if I stand on a hill, with a telescope.

I’d like to note that all the words here are mine, the ideas mine, the silly doodles mine, and the memories likewise, though as Harold Pinter noted in Old Times, “There are some things one remembers even though they may never have happened.” I have, when appropriate, changed names to shield the innocent, and protect myself from lawyers. I may have folded time a bit here and there, misremembered a fact or two, and lord knows I am no stranger to exaggeration. But all in all, it all happened, and honestly, whatever didn’t, should have.
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MEALS THAT MADE ME, PART I

I am sitting in front of a bowl, a spoon, a box, and a bottle, and I’m beginning to break out in just a wee bit of a cold sweat. To understand this predicament, we must journey back a ways, to a Saturday morning on Blix Street in North Hollywood, California, sometime in the summer of 1966. If you were lucky enough to be a child in the sixties, you know how magical Saturday mornings were. In a time before iPads, iPhones, game consoles, DVDs, VCRs, back when streaming was something water did, there was, for those of us fortunate enough to have one: the TV. My father worked in the business, so we actually had two, an RCA color set in the living room, which I wasn’t allowed to touch, and a smaller black-and-white Zenith in the den, which I was allowed to touch. And on Saturday mornings, that set was all mine.

There were only three major networks back then, and on Saturdays they all showed cartoons from early morning clear into the afternoon. I would sit and twist the big knob, jumping from favorite to favorite: Magilla Gorilla, The Flintstones, Secret Squirrel, Mighty Mouse, The Jetsons, even the Beatles had a cartoon in ’66. It was heaven. You had to sit close, of course, to keep the channel selector on the panel within reach, and to hear the audio, which you kept super low because that was part of the contract you honored to keep your parents out of the room. (Lord knows how many rads my contemporaries and I absorbed.) Speaking of absorption, kids like us literally marinated in thousands of hours of corporate messaging, and back then commercials were free to infect our gullible little minds with all nature of claims, promises, and foolishness. As a result, my generation learned to covet thirty seconds at a time.

No Saturday morning commercial held more sway than those for sugar-saturated breakfast cereals like Froot Loops, Lucky Charms, Apple Jacks, Quisp, Quake, Cornados, Mr. Waffles, Sugar Smacks, Cocoa Puffs, and Cap’n Crunch. All such commercials featured cartoon characters, and typically tempted us with prizes and toys hidden in every nutrition-packed box. Of all of these, the Cap’n was my favorite. You see, even then I understood that pleasure is best when punctuated with a dash of pain, and often scraped those abrasive little pillows across the roof of my mouth before allowing them to break apart and dissolve in a flood of saliva and sucrose.

Truth is, this was not my strangest food habit… not by a long shot. By the time I was three I’d developed what I’d call UFA: unorthodox flavor appreciations. For instance, my parents socialized in a highly vibrant manner, and I recall many an evening lying on the floor of my room, trying to peek under the door at the living room, alive with the tinkle of martinis being shaken, and the laughter of adults having a better time than I’ve ever had as an adult. I can still smell the cigarettes—another guilty pleasure of the past. Anyway, in the morning light, I would creep out into the realm of grown-ups and sniff whatever was left in the myriad glasses littering the room (my folks wouldn’t clean up until the Alka-Seltzer kicked in the next day). If it smelled of Band-Aids, specifically those housed in the hinge-topped, metal boxes commonly found in mid-century medicine cabinets, I drank it. Little did I know what I was drawn to was the aroma of orthocresol, aka CH3C6H4, a phenol also found in peat, the acidic remains of decomposed vegetation commonly found in bogs, and burned in the malting process, especially of Islay whiskies like Lagavulin or Laphroaig, which I was clearly enjoying before heading off to kindergarten, where the teachers often noted that I was “slow.” Ah, the price of pleasure.

I also developed an early affinity for Gaines-Burgers dog food, produced by General Foods from 1961 until sometime in the 1990s. Each individually cellophane-wrapped Gaines-Burger was manufactured to resemble a raw hamburger patty, and I adored them, often trading whatever human food I had to the dog in exchange for its meaty goodness. I swear I can still taste those wonderful pucks and would hit one right now if it were in front of me.

The point is, when it came to culinary matters, I was by no means normal.

Back to Saturday morning. I’m watching this Cap’n Crunch commercial, about halfway through Mighty Mouse, and I think, Hey, I want some cereal. The little angel on my right shoulder (or would that be left) says,
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“Wait for Mom to get breakfast for you, you’ll get in trouble.”

“Don’t be a baby. You’re a big boy… You don’t need Mom. Get your own damn cereal,” says the devil on the opposing shoulder.

Why shouldn’t I get my own? I am a big boy. So, at the next commercial break, I toddle out to the kitchen, climb up on the stool, and get down the box of the Cap’n. I fetch my favorite bowl and spoon and head to the refrigerator for milk.

There isn’t any… damn. Ah… but the milkman.

I open the back kitchen door where two squared-off quart bottles await. I retrieve said containers, noting that they are identical, except that one sports a blue lid, the other green. The green looks prettier, so I go with that, using a spoon to pry off the foil top.


	Pour milk onto… No, wait.

	Place spoon in robe pocket.

	Run to den and unfold TV tray covered with pictures of flowers.

	Position said tray in front of Lilliputian Mouseketeers chair.

	Pad back to kitchen.

	Pour milk onto Cap’n Crunch.

	Carefully (oh so), carry bowl to den.

	Place on tray.

	Position butt on chair.

	Extract spoon from robe.



My eyes were squarely on Mighty Mouse, or, more specifically, his girlfriend, Pearl Pureheart, the only mouse who ever made me tingle inside. Without looking, I dig the spoon into the waiting goodness and then into my mouth.

To this day, I can only equate the sensation of what I tasted to being short-sheeted. Remember the first time, probably at camp, when you tried to get into a short-sheeted bed? If you’d never experienced it, it was as though God had reached down and rewritten the codes of reality. You keep pushing your feet in, but… Well, that first bite was like that. Everything my brain had been trained to expect was obliterated as my senses were inundated with the vile, gloppy, sour, hideous, disjointed, discordant cacophony of flavors occupying my mouth. I retched. I gagged. I spit. I gagged some more and shoved the bowl away, betrayed by all I thought I knew, recognizing now that the world was a dangerous and treacherous place.

My innocence was gone.

Would I ever be able to trust again?

Doubtful.

But now the important part: why this big bowl of bad qualifies as a meal that changed me, and to some degree made me who I am. As I calmed myself, and the shock passed, my revulsion was slowly supplanted by a morbid curiosity, which then grew into a strange compulsion. Yes, obviously the milk was horribly bad, possibly tainted, perhaps dangerous. And yet…

I went back to the bowl of ruined breakfast and tasted it again. Slowly this time. The scratchy pillows of cereal enrobed in a viscous sourness that prompted a rush of saliva, which in turn helped to break down the cereal, which then took up arms against the sourness and, though it did not vanquish it, there was, after several slo-mo mastications: balance, perhaps even détente. Though I knew I didn’t like it any more than I had the first time, I could begrudgingly respect it, maybe even appreciate its alienness, an acquired taste, like scotch.

Later that morning, my parents laughed and laughed, then schooled me on something called “buttermilk.” When I questioned the justification for its existence, my mother poured a glass and drank it.

I would have to keep a close eye on her in the future.

Time passed as it always does, and I eventually learned that this white devil juice was the secret to my grandmother’s ethereal biscuits. Eventually, I came to wield buttermilk’s power, not only in baked goods, but in soups, sauces, mashed potatoes, batters, and even a beverage or two. But I’ve never really trusted it, have never consumed it on its own, and certainly have never again put it atop a perfectly innocent breakfast cereal.

And so here I sit, in 2024, a bowl, a spoon, a box, and a bottle before me, and I’m beginning to break out in just a wee bit of a cold sweat. But the Cap’n awaits, and I know I must… I mean, I really should, shouldn’t I? As a culinary adventurer, must not I go “once more unto the breach”?

[Three minutes later.]

First, I am shocked by how un-strange this is. The first bite reminds me that it’s been a very long time since I’ve consumed Cap’n Crunch, and my taste-memory suggests the recipe has changed considerably over the decades. The buttermilk, though high in quality, is sour yet somehow simple, lacking the funk of my original bête blanche. But I have tasted a lot of challenging culinary combinations in the years since that fateful Saturday morning, and this just isn’t really that bad in comparison. I have three more spoonfuls. Hmm. This has possibilities.

Next, I dice half a Pink Lady apple and add it to the bowl along with about a quarter cup of grated Tillamook cheddar cheese. I then add half a cup of Cap’n Crunch and, finally, about four ounces of the buttermilk. I stir thoroughly, then leave to rest for three minutes… You know… to let the flavors meld, as they say.

I eat the entire bowl. Next time I may add a slight dusting of tamarind salt.

And so, I finally find closure to one of my more harrowing culinary experiences; not only can I now turn my back trustingly on a carton of buttermilk, I have just cause to start buying Cap’n Crunch again.

Wait… Maybe a pinch of garam masala instead of the tamarind.

I’ll work on it and get back to you.






A MOST VALUABLE LESSON

I am in the weeds. It’s 8:20 on a Saturday night, with a packed dining room and 140 covers on the books. There are seven of us in the kitchen: two on the cold side, three on the hot line, Earl the dishwasher is busy banging our dirties and mumbling at something none of us can see. And then there’s Chef P, who, I feel certain, is standing right behind me.

I am a culinary student in a program that requires I complete a six-month restaurant internship before returning for the second year of study. Many of my classmates have headed off to kitchens in France, Switzerland, Kyoto, London, others in domestic gastronomic centers like New York City and Los Angeles, but my situation is different. My wife and I have moved to Vermont, lock, stock, and barrel, so that I can attend the New England Culinary Institute. We have a lease, and a dog and, frankly, nowhere else to go. She is supporting us by working in the marketing department of the school, so I need to find the best situation I can within an hour’s drive of our apartment. Seeking a challenge, I have accepted a situation at a French restaurant near a local ski resort. I am not the first from my institute to work there, or attempt to. I have read their logbooks in the placement office. One was abandoned midsentence when the author, having decided they’d suffered enough, not only left the program, but cooking altogether. The tortured accounts sang a combined chorus of warnings to be sure, but I arrogantly fancied myself forged of tougher stuff.

So, now Chef P is right behind me. I know this because even with all the action of a busy service in a fine-dining kitchen, we cook with our heads down and mouths shut, making the clop of his clogs easily audible as he stalks around the counter from the expediter’s station to the line. Eight clops puts him directly behind me, at an approximate distance of eighteen inches. This unnerving juxtaposition would have made me sweat were I not already doing so, profusely.

I am in the weeds because I lack the skill and experience (and perhaps intelligence) required to properly track the thermal trajectory of the nine steaks currently occupying the grill before me (was that fillet medium or medium rare?), not to mention the three orders of escargot bubbling away under the broiler below. Why was I even on the grill? Any first-year intern should have been in the corner peeling potatoes or, if considerable skill had been displayed, pitting olives. I was assigned the grill because the previous grill man, unwilling to bear the lashings of a formal French kitchen, had stomped out, mid-shift, the week before.

It’s important to note that said lashings were not physical but, rather, psychological. Chef P possessed a special beam. When he was particularly vexed, an invisible ray would shoot out from the center of the crease that formed in his glabella. Whoever fell into the beam would feel a withering of the soul, a mental melting, so that when the heavily accented words finally came (as they always did), one’s structural integrity was already compromised. The beam fell often upon me, not because Chef P had it in for me, but because I sucked at my job and had, just the evening before, allowed a rack of lamb to be cooked to medium rather than the requested medium rare.

“Altoon, where are the bugs for thirty-seven?”

“Coming, Chef!”

Shit… I’d forgotten all about the escargots for table thirty-seven. Immediately, I reach for the broiler handle and pull, the giant grate sliding out from under the grill flames. Just as the first dish emerges… ignition.

For those unfamiliar with the cooking of Helix pomatia in the French culinary environment, please allow an elucidation. A French escargot pan is a fairly heavy ceramic device featuring six circular divots in which the Burgundy snail, liberated of its shell, sits, bathed typically in a sauce of herbs, Pernod, and butter. The vessel is parked under a broiler until the little slime-makers are well-browned. However, there is danger in this exercise, as each of those rounded divots can, under the proper circumstances, become mortar launchers, converting a delectable gastropod into a short-range, often flaming, ballistic weapon.

How could this happen? Well, the snail provides mass, that is, it’s a projectile; the butterfat is flammable, ergo an accelerant, but that’s not enough to send a snail into orbit. That requires an explosion. Keep in mind that depending on the quality, butter contains from 5 to 18 percent water, and the cheaper the butter, the higher the water percentage. Butterfat is less dense than water, so as the butter melts, the water sinks to the bottom of the divot. No big deal… usually. But if you leave the pan under the broiler too long, the water can suddenly, and explosively, convert to steam, ejecting the gastropod and aerosolizing the butterfat, which ignites in the superheated environment. In other words, morsel is now missile.

Perhaps jostled by my sudden pull of the handle, just such an explosion takes place in the three o’clock position of the first pan. The explosion sends the flaming snail skyward. It then ricochets off the left lens of my eyeglasses, bounces off the back wall, and arcs gently back, to wedge under my watch, which I am not able to remove fast enough to prevent second-degree burns.

“Shit!” I shout.

Behind me comes Chef P’s voice, quiet… almost gentle:

“Shut it down, Jim.”

At this, the sous-chef, working the sauté station, barks:

“Put it down!”

Immediately, everyone in the kitchen stops and steps back from their stations. No salads are tossed, no crèmes are bruléed. The entremetier barely has time to kill the heat under a pan of oyster mushrooms. I scramble to track the donenesses of all the meat before me, while attempting to ignore the searing pain from my wrist. I know the shutdown is about me, but I pretend I don’t as I stand there, panting, wincing.

“Altoon.”

“Yes, Chef.”
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“Look at me.”

I slowly turn and take the beam point-blank.

“Altoon.”

“Chef.”

“There are two kinds of food. Do you know what they are?”

“No, Chef.”

“I know you don’t. That’s the problem.”

“Yes, Chef. Sorry, Chef.”

“Don’t Chef me.”

“Yes…”

“The two kinds of food are good food and bad food.”

I notice over his shoulder, on the app station, the salad guy nods slowly; he’s heard this speech before.

“And you know what, Altoon?”

“What?”

“In twelve hours… they’re both shit.”

He gazes at me, his beam tattooing the words onto my soul. This took a few moments, during which no one moves.

“Yes, Chef.”

Chef P gives a nod down the line to the sous-chef:

“Orders up.”

Immediately the cooking recommences. Salads are tossed, crèmes are bruléed, mushrooms are sautéed, and my steaks continue to sizzle, most likely to donenesses beyond what is desired. Chef takes a beat and clops away; no mention made of the snails… or my wrist. I go back to cooking, shuffling steaks around the grill, three fillets, five strips, and a hanger. I poke, flip, plate, and sauce myself slowly up and out of the weeds.

Over the next few weeks, I do not prove to Chef P that I can cook, but I do prove to him that I absolutely will not quit, will not be driven off my station, that I will not relent, and I will not break. This is the only power I possess. Not quitting. My cooking slowly improves, and eventually, convinced of my commitment, Chef P begins teaching me. I become trusted, then, eventually, valued. I stop crying on the drives to and from work. I gain a bit of confidence, and then something akin to pride. I become a member of the brigade and am occasionally invited to Chef P’s house for dinner. Later, once my second year begins, I am invited to return and work the line on weekends. Sometimes I am told I am needed. I never refuse.

I have often thought about what Chef P said to me that night on the line, about what it might mean and what I could possibly take from it. I never mentioned it, though, because I didn’t want to risk a crack in the state of grace I’d come to dwell in. Maybe he had been telling me not to get so wrapped around the handle, because the line between good food and bad is so narrow. Maybe he was telling me that we cook not because our customers will eat what we prepare, but simply because we are cooks; the French tradition after all is peppered with a healthy contempt for the customer, the people “out there” who remain clueless as to the goings-on in the kitchen. Maybe he was telling me that none of this really matters. We cook; they eat; the world turns; the sun burns out in a few billion years. Perspective. Perhaps?

What I do know is that, mysterious as the entire experience was, without it, I would not be where I am today, wherever that is.

After about five years, the scar on my wrist faded, and honestly, I was a little sorry to see it go because it had served as a reminder of whatever wisdom had been imparted to me that night, even if I couldn’t crack the code. I mean, there really are only two kinds of food, good and bad, and although the average human digestive tract typically requires up to forty-eight hours to perform its duty, that doesn’t change the essence and mystery of the lesson, which I am now certain is the most important thing I learned in two years of culinary school.

In the decades since, there have been at least five instances when I’ve walked up to cooks working for me, sweaty and nervous, and said:

“[Their name here], there are only two kinds of food, good food and bad food.”

“Yes, Chef.”

“And you know what?”

“What, Chef?”

“In twelve hours, they’re both shit.”

No one has ever asked me to explain myself, and that’s a good thing because I can’t.

But I know, with absolute certainty, that it’s true.






AN ORIGIN STORY

Before me on the kitchen counter is a small box, and inside the box is a tube that I’m supposed to spit in, seal, and ship off to a lab, where they’ll unpack my DNA, crunch the numbers into a database, and, voilà, all my mysteries will be revealed. I have avoided genetic tests for years, not so much because I’m paranoid of the privacy issues but because I don’t know that I want to know what I am other than me. After all, I’ve managed to exist for six decades without any tangible evidence as to the origin of my componentry.

Why bother now? What is it I want or need to clarify this late in the game? Part of the answer may be Elizabeth, the woman to whom I am wed. Adopted as a newborn, Elizabeth knew next to nothing of her genetic makeup until testing revealed Polish heritage. Now whenever she meets a kielbasa, pierogi, or any number of fermented products, she sighs and says, “Ah, the food of my people.” Well, gosh darn it, I want the food of my people, too.

Once upon a time I happily identified as an American mutt, a genetic vagabond, cobbled from a vast and far-flung array of bits and pieces and thus free to roam the culinary landscape, cooking and consuming whatever I wished. But deep down, I envied those who enjoyed a molecular connection to a cuisine. I’m talking to you of Italian, Japanese, Korean, Cuban, Vietnamese, or Mexican descent, not to mention you Peruvians. For such descendants, food is in the blood, flavors are physical traits like brown eyes, freckles, curly hair. For such bona fides, cuisine is both a rite and a right. And honestly, I’d like to think that “the food of my people” could be more than tuna melts, grits, and Hamburger Helper. So, let the spitting commence.


Spit plus 2 Weeks

I have finally received word that my saliva has arrived safely at the testing facility. It will, however, be several weeks before I receive the results. I find that, now that I’ve committed to the process, I’m increasingly curious to know who I am, or specifically, what I am other than, well… white.

When I was a kid, I feel certain I was in the presence of my elders when issues of heredity, or in the parlance of my immediate family, “kinfolk,” were discussed. I do remember snippets concerning people from Ireland and Germany. I’d heard talk that the famed World War II aviator Jimmy Doolittle was a distant cousin, and supposedly my mother’s father’s grandmother was 100 percent Cherokee and went by the name “Oxy.” The story goes that Oxy rose every morning at four to bake biscuits for her husband, in a wood-burning stove, no less.

I admit to knowing very little about Cherokee cuisine, but I do know that, like so many original American communities, the Cherokee once relied heavily on the three sisters: selu, tuya, and iya, aka corn (maize), beans, and hard squash, a combination that worked symbiotically, agriculturally, and nutritionally, as together they provide the amino acids required to qualify as a complete protein. Although I enjoy producing stews from these ingredients, I really should learn more. Alas, since my blood content would top out at one-sixteenth, or 6.25 percent, if I were indeed part Cherokee, I doubt I qualify for acceptance in the Nation.





Spit plus 3 Weeks

Another week has passed and no word. Perhaps my genetic makeup is so spectacularly multicultural, they’re having a hard time fitting it all into one of their pie charts.

Speaking of pie, since my last entry, I remembered there may be some French in my woodpile, through my paternal grandmother, whose maiden name was Moon, an Americanization of “Lune.” Her grandfather was said to have been “off the boat from France” (her words), which would make me 6.5 percent French, the same as my potential Cherokee content. Since I can’t remember any madeleines, beef bourguignon, or even a single omelet issuing from Grandmother Brown’s kitchen, I remain douteux.

I find I’ve also been thinking about cultural appropriation, or more specifically, culinary appropriation. As a white American man, if I purchase a container of red miso and stir it into my Yankee pot roast, am I appropriating, or am I just smart? If I decide to squirt sriracha in my ketchup, am I appropriating? Again, I think, no. So, in general, the adoption of an ingredient, I feel, doesn’t apply. But if you take an authentic dish, change around some ingredients to “Americanize” it, then call it your own and start blogging about it, while paying zero heed to the people who originated it, it’s not only appropriation, it’s plagiarism.

Let’s say I really love Mongolian cuisine, and I study and become quite knowledgeable and adroit at its preparation. I love cooking this food so much that I decide to visit Mongolia, then open a Mongolian restaurant, to spread the love and celebrate the cuisine. Am I appropriating simply because I myself am not Mongolian? If I respect and champion the food, its traditions, its history, and give full-voiced credit to the people from which it comes, then, just maybe, that’s more a case of “celebration” than appropriation. Honestly, I’m probably not the one to say.

America is such a hodgepodge. Can you imagine having the culinary culture cops deciding if a Korean diner can serve a hot dog? What if some Greeks decide to cut up katsudon and serve it in a pita? What if a Mexican family opens a pizzeria? Do we write them a ticket for appropriation, or give them a round of applause for perfectly summing up the American ideal? I would vote for the latter because: America.

Besides, what food hasn’t been appropriated somewhere along the line? The chiles so ubiquitous in the cuisines of Southeast Asia originated in South and Central America, as did the tomatoes in Italian cuisine. Do you love Korean fried chicken? Many food historians believe those techniques were transferred by African American servicemen stationed in Korea in the early 1950s. In Israel, shakshuka, a thick, spicy tomato stew with eggs poached inside, is considered the national dish, even though it was invented in North Africa. Things get even trickier when you consider foods that were invented in America by immigrants. The Cuban sandwich was invented in Tampa, Florida. Yes, it was the work of Cuban immigrants, but in America. I’m American. Can I open a shop selling Cuban sandwiches? Can I write and publish a recipe for chimichangas, which were created in Arizona? Can I start my own brand of spaghetti and meatballs since they’re 100 percent American? Can I say that my family’s fried okra recipe is the best, even if, despite the fact the recipe has been handed down through generations, okra is native to Africa? This is messy business.

And then there is the issue of cookbooks and TV shows.

Until about a decade ago, the top-selling books in the US on Mexican, Indian, and Chinese cuisines were written either by Americans or Brits, expats who had traveled to, fallen in love with, and often embedded long-term in their adopted cultures. There is little question that the most influential works on the cuisines of Mexico published in English were written by Diana Kennedy, a Brit, who lived most of her life and died in the land she loved, despite the fact that that land had lent her not one drop of blood.

Maybe sometimes it takes an outsider to see (and taste) things in a new light, especially things that may have been taken for granted by those who grew up with something as a constant in their landscape. Mexicans who read Kennedy’s translated works might even gain an appreciation for the cuisines of states far from their own. Perhaps Kennedy should be credited with getting US cooks interested in Mexican food in a way native practitioners couldn’t, simply due to the blockade of language? North Americans, notorious for our unilinguality, need to have things explained by accomplished, if not native, English speakers. This, more than any other factor, has prevented us from absorbing the voices and genius of native practitioners. Granted, for every Kennedy, Richard Olney, or Nina Simonds celebrating authenticity, there are dozens who pilfer discoveries not their own, colonialists rather than anthropologists. Even so, it’s tough to find balance when the cultural winds blow.

Did Julia Child appropriate French cuisine or celebrate it? Since that’s a case of a white person cooking the food of another white culture, maybe it doesn’t even matter? Something to ponder.




Spit plus 4 Weeks

Apparently, my saliva has entered “genome verification” and I should hear more in ten days or so. I’m starting to feel anxious, though I can’t suss out exactly why. Is there something particular I’m hoping for here? Is there a cuisine I wish to claim as my birthright? Is there a table to which I, deep down, wish to be called?

Not really.

Maybe.

Okay, yes.

Deep in my heart, I crave even a few drops of honest-to-goodness Ashkenazi blood. (I also thoroughly appreciate traditional Sephardic foods, but it’s the Ashkenazi flavors and textures I truly crave.) When I was a kid, living in Cleveland, Georgia, there was, and still is, a Jewish “sleepaway” camp called Camp Barney Medintz, just outside of town. Back then, Camp Barney had a day program for gentile kids, and I spent a lot of wonderful summer days there. One day, for lunch, we were served something I’d never encountered: bagels, smeared with cream cheese and topped with lox, quite probably the best thing I’d ever tasted. I went home and told my dad we’d eaten some kind of slippery orange fish on concrete doughnuts; he laughed so hard he nose-spit his scotch. Ever since, I’ve had a deep affinity for the Jewish table: latke, brisket, borscht, babka, gribenes, knish and kugel, and yes, lox and bagels. All the cured fish in fact… Bring me those pickled herring and don’t scrimp on the tzimmes! While you’re at it, I’ll take a few of those black-and-whites, and by all means, break out the chilled slivovitz. Beyond the flavors, I love the meaning and symbolism associated with so many Jewish dishes. Whenever invited to seder, not only do I accept, I look forward to it, even the bitter herbs.

I know. It’s meshuggeneh. But a gentile can hope while he waits for confirmation, can’t he?




Spit plus 5 Weeks

I’ve just opened my DNA report, and frankly, I’m disappointed. Turns out I will forever be a tourist at the deli counter, as I harbor not a drop of Ashkenazi blood, or Sephardic for that matter. Nor do I contain any Native American DNA, which means somebody’s been shenaniganizing. I do contain a dash of Scandinavian, a sprinkling of Portuguese, a pinch of (surprise) Sardinian, and despite Grandmother Brown’s apparent lack of cooking skills, I am indeed 7.5 percent French. As for the rest of me, turns out I’m a whopping 83.1 percent…

English.

Although the report says that over the last two hundred years many of my kinfolk hailed from Northern Ireland, their genes, and mine, originated in Northeast England and the West Midlands. These results do align with my Monty Python obsession as well as my adoration for English tailoring (I look dashing in drapey tweeds), English motorcycles, English cinema (I don’t even need subtitles), Shakespeare, Sherlock, the Sex Pistols, Michael Caine, and corgis. And I do have a deep affection for an array of English edibles: Cadbury chocolates, crumpets, Earl Grey tea, English gin, English beer, English cheese, bangers and mash, Scotch eggs (invented in Yorkshire, not Scotland), trifle, clotted cream, sticky pudding, and Eton mess. And let’s not forget kidney pie, shepherd’s pie, cottage pie, and my personal favorites: chicken tikka masala and fish and chips. I like English muffins, too, but they were invented in NYC.

But there are issues.

For one thing, the world scoffs at British cooking and English cooking in particular, and although I’ve had some great meals in Britain, I get it. Myriad theories have been offered explaining England’s historical culinary conundrum, but my favorite explanation (keeping in mind that I’m a Yank) comes from the journalist Aisling McCrea who, in 2020, wrote a piece for the website the Outline, titled “Why British Food Is Terrible.” In it, McCrea suggests the problem with British food has nothing to do with ingredients, or world wars, or rationing but rather the fact that the English just don’t seem to trust pleasure. Nor do they enjoy hanging out in big family groups (just watch The Crown), and aren’t terribly good at displaying joy, all traits of the great global food powers. Perhaps repression is the going price for a stiff upper lip and the resolve to stand up to the likes of Hitler.

Another, potentially troubling issue: the food of my people may not actually be their food at all.

English resolve, discipline, and determination may not make for magical cooking, but it does lend an advantage when it comes to conquering foreign lands and subjugating native populations. England practically invented the colonization business model, and used it to build, often atop big piles of corpses, an empire so vast that the sun literally never set upon it. So, my people are the OG appropriators. (To those with Viking blood, I’m sorry, but raiding, raping, and pillaging doesn’t add up to quality colonization unless it’s backed up with solid administrative skills.)

Now, I’m not about to wade into the turbid waters of colonial scholarship, as I have neither the training, nor the intellect, nor the desire to get my head bitten off. But allow me to point out that, culinarily speaking, England is one of the most diverse countries in the Western world, not because it stole ingredients and dishes from the native peoples of Asia, Africa, the Middle East, Pacifica, and the Americas, which it did, but because once those groceries and dishes made it back to jolly olde England, they were accepted and assimilated into the local cuisine and, in many cases, evolved into new things. The poster dish for this argument is chicken tikka masala. Although invented in Glasgow, it’s a straight-up riff on murgh makhani, aka “butter chicken,” from Delhi. The spices required, as well as the curry techniques involved, were brought back to England, either during the days of the East India Company’s hegemony in India, or during the hundred years of raj that followed. Today, chicken tikka masala is considered by many Brits to be the national dish.

I myself have appropriated chicken tikka masala, or since I told the story of its creation and did not claim it as my own, perhaps I merely celebrated it. In any case, my version calls for turkey, a bird that Europeans appropriated from Mexico and then reintroduced to North America over a hundred years later.

One other dish that deserves mention is fish and chips. Could anything be more English?

Truth is, fish and chips became English, not through colonization, but immigration, namely Jews fleeing the Inquisition when Spain took over Portugal in 1580. (It should be noted that although Jews had been in England since medieval times, they were expelled by King Edward I in 1290, and were not allowed to return until 1656, under the government of Oliver Cromwell.) Many fled to England, bringing their culinary traditions with them. One of these involved breading pieces of haddock and frying them on Friday afternoons so they could be eaten later in the evening on the Sabbath, when cooking was forbidden. The crust, like those of early English pies, was merely a vessel for cooking and preservation, not something meant for consumption. Eventually, Jewish fish fryers took to selling their wares on the streets, the crust was improved, and the rest is history. Following a trip to England, Thomas Jefferson wrote about eating fish cooked in the “Jewish Fashion,” and the famed chef Alexis Soyer included a recipe for “Fried Fish, Jewish Fashion” in his 1855 collection, A Shilling Cookery for the People. So, for all their (our) crimes, the English are not exactly xenophobic when it comes to the table. I’m not sure whether the French, with their rigid system of techniques and traditions, could claim that. Food for thought.

Back to my genes.

Now that I know something of my heritage, will my cooking change? After combing through my research library and purchasing a few used tomes, I am now in possession of a tall stack of British and English cookbooks going back to Mrs. Beeton (the famed nineteenth-century cook, journalist, and writer considered by many to be the precursor to Julia Child), most of which I have not read. But now I think I will, not because I’m any less an American (check out my corn dog recipe), but because maybe we should all occasionally cook, and celebrate, where we’re from, even if we can’t all be Italian, or Japanese, or French, or… Ashkenazi.
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