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INTRODUCTION

First and foremost, thank you for even opening this book. I’m gonna get the corny stuff out of the way quickly, but it’s important for me to note that you are the reason this book exists. You guys turned a fantasy that I’ve had since I was a kid into my real life and it’s hard for me to believe that I’m writing this right now. I don’t think I’ll be able to fully express to you how grateful I am, or even process that this is actually real until years from now, but we did it, fam. Thank you guys forever; I love you all.

Second order of business, the entire point of this book is for the food to just taste amazing. That’s the theme. I don’t focus on whether it’s healthy, nutritious, or hard to make. Flavor is the only priority for this book because that’s how I genuinely cook. I don’t care about anything else when I’m cooking. If there is a compound butter that doubles the calories in a sandwich but also doubles the flavor, without hesitation it’s going in the sandwich. For me, that perfect bite is worth it.

Oddly enough, I can pinpoint the moment that philosophy took hold of my life. It was the first time I had salami. I was six (according to my mom) and standing in our kitchen. She handed me a normal-ass slice of salami. Hand to God it changed my life forever. I can’t really speak to this, and I don’t mean to offend here, but I imagine it was like doing heroin for the first time. Like there was this unfilled hole in my life and that slice of salami filled it. Since then, all my core memories throughout childhood are of bites of food that I took. I remember everything about those moments. The room I was in, the clothes people were wearing, the emotions I felt, all because the food sparked a bigger response in my brain than anything else ever came close to. Overall, I have a terrible memory, but when it comes to eating good food, I feel like Rain Man. So that’s basically why my food and recipes are the way they are. I’m chasing the flavor dragon, and now you guys are chasing it with me.

That piece of salami changed the trajectory of my life in multiple ways. Like most kids, I had no idea what I actually wanted to be when I grew up, but without knowing it I’d already been groomed by food. One Valentine’s Day in high school I convinced the dean of students to let me compete with the student counsel by selling salami grams instead of candy grams. We blew them out of the fucking water. I sold dozens of crappy little heart-shaped pieces of paper with hunks of salami taped to the front, and hand-delivered them during classes. This wasn’t a shtick for me; I genuinely would just rather eat a salty, fatty piece of salami than a piece of candy, and I naively assumed other students would agree.

I didn’t know it at the time, but it was the real beginning of my career in food. I had horrible grades and didn’t really care about my classes, but for some reason I felt compelled to spend like a week preparing these salami grams. I just wanted to be around actual food and that instinct grew exponentially over the next few years.
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SALT MEETS FAT

I felt it was necessary to write a mini love letter on this. When these two things are combined, the flavor that they create is kind of my North Star. My love for them is what guided me into this career. I just figured this out while writing stories for this book—every defining moment in my cooking journey has mostly been because of the fat and the salt. My first bite of salami, the first time I had tri tip, eating the skin off my mom’s roast chicken, it was the deeper flavor profile I was so in love with, the fat and the salt. I’m not going to pretend to be a nutritionist here or sugarcoat the fact that most of my recipes aren’t the healthiest. But if I became a cook because of how much I love eating fatty, salty shit and then wrote a healthy cookbook, I’d be a straight-up fraud. I fucking love, love fat and salt. In my brain, they are the undisputed best duo of any category of anything in the whole world. My all-time favorite bite of food you can create is the crispy skin off a freshly roasted chicken with no seasoning other than salt. Of all these stories of my mom scolding me in the kitchen, the realest, most common one was when I would eat the skin off her roast chicken before we were actually served the food. It happened every time she cooked that meal. I couldn’t get enough of that addicting combination. It’s all you need in a lot of situations. Chicharron is another great example. Straight up just fat and salt. Buttered toast is basically only good because of the fat and salt you put on it. These are just my opinions obviously; some people eat just toast with nothing on it, but I have a feeling they aren’t the people that bought this book. I have an inkling of a suspicion that you people all bought this book because, like me, you are in love with fat and salt. And that’s okay. As long as we take decent care of ourselves, I genuinely think it’s worth it to eat whatever it is that you crave sometimes. I know for a fact that when I die, I won’t be saying I regret eating all that salami. I’ll probably be asking for a piece of salami or choking on one and that’s how I die. This is stream-of-consciousness writing, but I just decided that’s how I want to die. Choking on a piece of salami… it would be a full-circle, beautiful moment, where the thing I loved most in the world eventually takes me out. Maybe you end up in some kind of salami heaven if that’s how you die. I hope so.
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HOW TO COOK INTUITIVELY AND MAKE GOOD FOOD

I should probably say the best way to get good at cooking is through making all the recipes in this book, but that’s simply not true. I genuinely think the easiest way to get good at intuitive cooking and being creative in the kitchen is just to watch YouTube videos. If you don’t already watch YouTube cooking videos, I’m jealous. To me that’s like meeting someone who hasn’t started Game of Thrones yet. Go watch Matty Matheson’s first Munchies video where he makes a cheeseburger. Don’t even follow along, just allow yourself to fall into a rabbit hole of entertaining food videos, soaking up information along the way. It’s like watching a fun class that’s built to be enjoyable and you won’t get tested on it later. Little tidbit, for the aspiring content creators, if you don’t enjoy watching them, you probably won’t enjoy making them. Start with the greats—Chef John from Food Wishes, Binging with Babish, Matty Matheson, and just search for your favorite recipes by these guys. They’ve more than likely made several iterations of it. Watch them cook, and soak up what they’re saying for entertainment before bed. Then hit the kitchen and make it with your heart, kinda checking if you’re doing it correctly, but also fucking up a bunch of times by not really checking. Change their recipes to your own liking, add more garlic, add less sugar, get the pan scorching hot, and either make it amazing or screw it up a little. Then, eventually, nail something that you made from memory and feel a whoosh of satisfaction land on you like an airplane. Use your hand to grab the salt rather than a tablespoon. If you’re not into YouTube videos, read the methods for these recipes but not the amounts and try to make them.

This is how I learned to cook, and it’s so much easier than people think. Just pretend like you already have swagger in the kitchen. Smash the burger like you’ve done it a thousand times before. Throw stuff into hot oil that you think might be better fried, and salt it when you take it out. It probably is better—unless it has lots of moisture, then you might blow your house up. The kitchen is a genuine playground, and you can’t ever really truly fuck anything up unless you chop a finger off or in fact blow that house up, so be careful too. But any cook worth their salt has some bumps, bruises, and burns, so don’t be too careful. Cook with swag and be confident and watch food videos before bed.





[image: Image]





THE IMPORTANCE OF SHARP KNIVES

A nice chef’s knife is the most important piece of equipment in your kitchen. It will fully change the way you cook and just make your life better in general. It also makes you look like a badass when cooking. Spend like $140 and do five minutes of research and it will fully change the way you cook. It makes everything easier (and safer) and enhances that genuine swagger. If you’re attempting to learn any good kitchen knife skills whatsoever, buy a chef’s knife first. This isn’t an ad, and I’ve actually never spoken a word to this company, but it was my first chef’s knife and is still my favorite many years later so screw it, free plug: get the eight-inch Mac Chef’s Knife with Dimples. It’s $140, you can buy it on Amazon, and if you hone it and take good care of it (wash and dry after every use) it will last you for years.

Watch a YouTube video on knife skills, and with your new skills you’ll be an everyday Gordon Ramsay. There are really only two things you need to learn before knowing the basics of good knife skills, and with a sharp knife neither should take long to master: (1) the claw thing and (2) the way you grip the knife. You’ll need visuals to learn these, so once again, hit YouTube. Josh Weissman has a great video on this, but there are also a thousand that all teach you the same stuff. This is truly the most important thing in your kitchen. Dull knives are a huge pain in the ass and actually dangerous to use. Get a great knife and I promise you won’t regret it.
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FOOD PORN

I didn’t wanna do too much talking (writing) in this book; the visuals need to lead. Salt and fat are what got me cooking, but food porn is what got me making content. That’s why the format of my videos is like 5 percent me making some dumbass comment and 95 percent close-up shots of indulgent-ass food. None of this is to say I don’t dig into more personal details than normal here. I’ve done my best to lay it all out there, but I also want the food to speak for itself. When we finished the first day of photography for the book, I knew we were onto something special. The food porn in here is un-fucking-believable. In my brain it perfectly captures the over-the-top, go-crazy nature of my recipes. All of that and more is credit to my photography team, Ed, Lillian, and Paige. They made these photos happen, and I can’t thank them enough for bringing the food to life in the way that they did. I know I’m just bragging about my own cookbook, so I’ll shut up soon, but it really was content like this that made me first shoot food videos and pictures. If you scroll down to the very bottom of my Instagram page, you’ll see a couple failed attempts to get pictures like these. It only took seven years to finally make it happen.
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MAKING SHORT FORM FOOD CONTENT, USER’S MANUAL

I bet some people out there bought this book strictly for this little anecdote. To those people, I promise to fit as much info in here as I can think of and help you as much as I can. First thing to note, there are a thousand ways to attack this, but I only know mine. Every content creator you’ve ever watched has a different workflow and opinion. In light of that, I can only offer a couple subjective common denominators for what, I think, makes for high-quality short form content. Tiny summary if you’re already bored: if your food is uniquely better-looking than other people’s, it will stand out regardless of the production value. I think people sometimes focus more on their equipment than on the food they’re making. Second thing to note: if your production value is uniquely poor, it won’t matter how awesome your food is. So you definitely have to put in work on both sides before anything sexy pops out. You don’t have to make content to survive, so you might as well start with the cooking part. For that, see what I said earlier about learning how to cook intuitively. It comes before this section for a reason, by the way; you have to at least kind of know how to cook first. Which isn’t that hard—and BTW, most of my advice in that section is to watch YouTube videos.

Okay, now that you’ve addressed the cooking part and know your way around the kitchen, let’s make some fuckin’ content. Here are six key components that I focus on when making a video. By the way, you could write a thesis on each one of these, but I’ll try to keep it short and sweet, mostly because I’m still an idiot about most of it and only know what I’ve learned through trial and error.

Last thing—all of these components are adjustable to your own liking. Starting out, maybe just try to keep the food tasting good, the shots in focus, and everything lit up, but as your technical ability becomes more second nature you can start to take way more creative freedom with everything. I’ll describe some aesthetic decisions you can make as well, but focus on the basics in the beginning.





LIGHTING

TEMPO

AUDIO

FRAMING OF YOUR SHOTS

AESTHETIC FOOD

PATIENCE






Lighting

This is first because it’s probably the most important. Your lighting affects every other automatic setting on your camera, so if you’re shooting on your iPhone or with automatic settings on a camera, the footage is going to look shitty if it’s not lit up. Or, if your camera doesn’t adjust to the light, it’ll be dark. You’ll either need sunlight, LED lights, or a hybrid of the two. If you just turn on every light in your kitchen, it’ll probably look orange, cast unwanted shadows, and still not be enough light to control your camera settings effectively.


NATURAL VERSUS ARTIFICIAL

Natural light comes from the sun. If you happen to have great natural lighting in your kitchen, congratulations—it’s impossible to find a kitchen like that, so you’ve already won the lottery. If you don’t, you can kinda fake it too (skip to next paragraph). When I say great natural lighting, I mean like the whole wall is a window and the sun is directly lighting your food up. Even if you have this window wall, you’ll probably need to supplement it with artificial light at some point.

Artificial lighting is using anything other than the sun to light your footage. My recommendation for this is to use a couple LED panel lights on tripods with soft boxes. You can google mine for an example of what that is—Aputure’s Amaran P60C panels. These are pretty nice, but you can find much cheaper stuff on the internet that won’t look much different if you’re doing everything else right. I usually just try to light up the food as much as possible, but you can get moody and aesthetic with the shadows if you want. If you shine your light from one direction, you can re-create sunshine by casting a shadow in the other direction. If you want everything to look well lit and normal, set your lights up on both sides of your camera, pointing directly at the food. These angles are your best chance of avoiding shadows. Set your Kelvin degree to 5600K. If you turn it up past that, your footage will look blue, and if you turn it down, your footage will look orange. Your kitchen lights are probably set much lower than 5600K, which is why your footage will have an orange tint if you film with them. I’m not gonna get into all the science behind the light spectrum, but you can google it if you’re curious about what I’m talking about.
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Tempo

This mostly applies to ASMR-style videos, but it’s also relevant in all short form content. Try to figure out a good tempo for your video and stick to it. The rhythm of your video should somewhat resemble the beat in a song. It doesn’t have to actually make a beat, but the speed and length of the clips should have some consistency for each chunk of the video. Like a song, the sounds or clips can go twice as fast, or twice as slow, but not completely off beat. In music, this is referred to as beats per minute (BPM). If the clips are all different tempos, the video will confuse the viewer. Like listening to a live band where the bongo player has zero rhythm. It’s obviously a bit different, and you can get away with a lot more since it’s not just audio, but I think this is just another way to get creative with your video. Samseats is probably the best when it comes to this. Go check out his content and close your eyes when watching. It’s all very rhythmic and probably adheres to a BPM of sorts.
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Audio

This might be the only one where you can’t take a ton of creative freedom. Simply just don’t have subpar audio. Or don’t use your audio and put music over it. I use a shotgun mic and it works great. If you’re on a camera, using a shotgun mic is the easiest solution. If you’re using your phone, lavalier mics allow you to plug a receiver into your phone and put the mic wherever the audio is happening. Just search “iPhone lavalier mics” and there should be a million options. Mics are pretty easy to figure out, so just buy one that fits your needs and learn how to use it.


Framing of Your Shots

This basically describes what’s visible within the boundaries of your shot. Like lighting and tempo, you can get moody and aesthetic with this, or be very neutral and just center your subject in the middle of each shot. Starting out maybe just try the latter. You can even set up one good-looking shot and keep your tripod and camera in the same place for the whole video, switching out your subjects. There are things like the rule of thirds that you can look up, but just try to be intentional with your framing. If something is out of focus or out of frame, have it be an aesthetic decision you made rather than incidental.

For instance, in almost every video I’ve ever made, the subject has some room on the left side, and usually goes past the wall on the right. I think that stemmed just from me being right-handed, but that framing decision has soaked into all of my shots regardless of what’s showing on the right. That’s become an aesthetic consistency for me that I ended up liking a lot. The off-kilter-to-the-right decision is just a tiny detail, but it makes a pretty big difference in my opinion.
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Aesthetic Food

The presentation of your food matters more for content, and one of the main things you can do to spruce up your presentation is to make sure there’s a wide spectrum of colors happening. Typically, in a sandwich video I’ll try to include a protein, vegetable, carb/fried item, sauce, and garnish. With all these ingredients it’s not too hard to include two or three color variations, but if you’re just making fried chicken or something, sometimes it can look a little barren. The fried chicken in this book, for instance, has a buffalo honey glaze and a pickled onion/pepper garnish. For all intents and purposes color and flavor, these additions make it a better-looking and better-tasting dish. A few simple tricks I like:


	
Chives and green onions—They always work as a garnish if your dish is lacking some color. If sliced lengthwise and soaked in a bowl of ice water, they will curl up and you can add a beautiful mountain of green onion strings to your dish. Or thinly sliced and sprinkled, either one is a winning garnish. Also amazing when fried. Refer to the Birria Dip sandwich recipe for fried green onions.

	
Pickled veggies—Pickled onions or peppers have some of the brightest colors of any food. These will make your salads or sandwiches pop to an extreme.

	
High heat—For meat or veggies, if you are trying to achieve some type of intense golden-brown color, you need to make sure your pan is incredibly hot. Use a lot of low-smoke-point oil—not so much oil that you are submerging and deep frying but enough to quickly shallow-fry your food at a high heat for the ultimate golden-brown crust. Applies to steak and broccoli alike. For food that will be searing in the pan for longer like chicken or duck, you can reduce the heat and slowly develop that color while it cooks.

	
Extra-virgin olive oil and freshly cracked pepper—If the top of your dish is lacking in contrast, but it isn’t the time for chives (maybe the last thing was an herb and the top is already green), a little drizzle of olive oil and some freshly cracked pepper work perfectly. For instance, basil leaves on top of a chicken parm sandwich look a bit uninteresting, but when drizzled with olive oil and seasoned with salt and pepper, they look like their own little meal.

	
Toasting your bread/buns—This is essentially mandatory for the entire sandwich chapter. If you’re doing it in the oven or on the stovetop, brush a thick coating of olive oil on your bread or bun, then toast. For extra flavor, rub a halved garlic clove on your toasted bread.

	
Sauce—Always add some texture to your sauce especially for burgers and sandwiches. Chives work great for this purpose too. They turn regular mayo into a flavorful-looking sauce. Add Worcestershire, salt, and pepper and you’ll actually have a great one. Or mix your mayo with some whole grain mustard and give yourself an easy, textured mustard mayo.



A final thought, all of these things happen to make your food taste better too. It’s not just a happy coincidence that all this shit looks good; our brains are telling us something.






Patience

Nailing all of this for every single shot is incredibly hard to do. Almost every video, I still have throwaway shots that are out of focus or framed poorly. Here are a couple ways to hedge your bets when filming:


	
Film each shot multiple times—I make two sandwiches every single time I make a video, and usually use a combination of clips from both. When I’m chopping an onion, I usually get it from a couple different angles and chop it at a couple different speeds. Etc., etc., and then you have options if one shot looks bad.

	
Check your mic levels—Make sure your audio isn’t peaking or too quiet. If the audio is blown out, it’s unusable.

	
Move slowly—If you rush to set your camera up for the money-shot cheese pull, you’ll probably end up with a great cheese pull, but a crappy shot. Don’t let the visuals of the food rush you when it comes to setting up your lights and camera correctly. I’ve filmed so many out-of-focus intros because I wanted the food to be steaming hot when I turned the camera on, and the footage was completely wasted.



Doing this correctly takes a ton of time. These videos usually take four to eight hours to film and another three to five hours to edit. For some people, I’m sure it takes a lot less time, and this varies a ton depending on the food and type of content you make, but no matter what, it’s an incredibly detail-oriented hobby and requires a ton of patience.

Okay, that’s it. Have fun!
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CHAPTER ONE FRIED FOODS AND APPETIZERS



	
Feral Fries  Fried Chicken  Spicy Drunken Mussels  Spicy Salmon Poke  Buffalo Shrimp  Lumpia  Peruvian Ceviche  Spicy Cajun Shrimp  Hashbrown Patties  Shoku’s Caramelized Onion Rings  Truffle Fries  Bone Marrow  Steak Tartare  French Onion Soup  Fried Shallots  Frickles  Fried Calamari  Fried Lemon Slices










Going Deep, Frying

Since almost everything I make includes fried shit, I figured I should include a little note on the different approaches you can take to frying. I basically learned all this through a lot of trial and error, aka grease fires and scorched body parts, so apologies if the techniques aren’t what you’d learn in a culinary school. They’re more of a user’s manual on how to not burn your house down while making crispy-ass food. Anyway, I’m gonna walk you through the main things I’ve learned as a guy who likes it fried.


DRY BATTERING

My typical (very common) dry battering method is as follows: coat your ingredients in plain flour, then egg wash or buttermilk, and finally your seasoned dry batter.

Dry batter frying is one of my favorite ways to cook. (It’s also the reason I can’t get rid of this dad bod. Worth it.) First of all, you’re much less likely to screw up a dry batter than a wet batter. Wet batters require pretty specific measurements in order to achieve the crust you’re looking for. For dry batter, you basically just throw shit in flour and fry it.

My rule of thumb for seasoning your flour: 1 tablespoon of each seasoning per cup of flour/bread crumbs/starch. For instance, with 1 cup of flour, you’ll need 1 tablespoon of each of your seasonings. Garlic powder, onion powder, paprika, cayenne, salt, and pepper are a great, standard dry batter mix. Feel free to add whatever else sounds good; those are just my basic-ass seasonings, but you can throw in dried herbs, cumin, harissa powder, or whatever the fuck else you want!

When it comes to the base of the dry batter itself, you usually have four options: flour, panko, some other kind of starch, or a hybrid of those three. You can also crush a bunch of Cheetos or something and batter with those, but that’s already probably in someone else’s book.


	
Flour—Basically any type of frying requires flour, so you might as well have some available just in case. This is my go-to for frying foods. After some practice, it requires the least amount of effort for a great outcome. It’s also sometimes the only battering station you need. Fried onion strings start with ⅛-inch sliced onions, for example, which already have enough moisture on the outside that you can skip the whole three-step dredging process and toss them directly into your seasoned flour. Mind you, this will be a light coating, so if you want a thicker, chunkier crunch, soak them in some whole milk first, and then add directly to your seasoned flour. Typically shooting for 350–375°F is a good range for frying with flour. At 375°F, you could perfectly fry chicken, onions, shrimp, and pretty much fuckin’ anything. You’ll usually get a nice crunchy outside and perfectly cooked inside. I very rarely use a probe to check oil heat. Just throw in a piece of panko and if it starts to immediately fry, your oil’s probably in a good spot. If it fries really violently and turns brown quick, your oil’s too hot. To cool it down, pour a little more oil in or just turn the heat down and give it a couple minutes to cool.
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