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ou'd expect hot sauce on the table at a New Orleans

eatery. Every table at Cochon and Herbsaint restaurants

has a bottle of house-made sauce, along with pickled
peppers, just like Chef Donald Link has on his table at home.

You'd expect a Cajun chef to revere the holy trinity of celery,
onion and bell pepper. Eschewing the bland bell, Link blends
up to five chiles of various flavors and intensities to bring new
life to classic recipes.

You'd expect pork on the menu in the South. Link and his
crew do their own butchering, breaking down whole hogs.
Cochon specializes in every part of the pig, from hocks to jowls.

You'd expect a chef in New Orleans to know how to cook.
Link earned the title of 2007 James Beard Foundation Best
Chef of the South.

Anre chiles the secret to his success? Stop thinking so much
and eat.
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Erench fries with pimentén aioli. Fried
chicken  livers with pepper-jelly  toast,
Jalapefia spoon bread with stewed ok and
field peas. Fried alligator with chili-garlic
aioli. Whether pickled, glazed, hlackened,
prilled or roasted, transformed inta jelly,
flakes, paste or powder, chile peppers add zing
to the more than 50 menu items at Link's
Cochon and Herbsaint restanrants

Link grew up in Cajun country in a family of
Acadians of German descent. Boux ran
through his veins, and the chile of his child-
hiood was that cne at the hortom of the Scoville
scale. “ chink bell pepper works well in things

stewed down, but as a chile itself, its kind of

boring,” Link says, “Mat that they don't have
their place—my mom used to make great
stuffed bell peppers, and they work well in stew,
sauce piguante, gumbo and jambalaya.”

Inspired by Italian, Thai, Mexican and
Souch American cuisines, Link started exper-
imenting wirh different peppers o achieve
different tflavars, The trick is finding the righ
halance hetween Havor and heat. *T'm noe a
real bie fan of bland foed,” he says, “but 1
don’t like food thar tears my insides oul
cither.” He often pairs fatty foods with
peppers, such as fried bowlin with pickled
banana peppers and spicy grilled pork ribs
with warermelon pickle for contrast. The
hear and tang clear the palate, prepating the
eater for the nexe luscious hite. He also uses
mint o balance heat in dishes like catfish
court bouillon. “Ir's sharp, cooling and
refreshing.” he says. I think mint is a very
underurilized ingredient.”

The criolla sella chile sparked love ar first
hite. “It's the best pepper I've ever had,” he
savs. "I has a very unicue balance of heat and
sweetness and flaver” Link uses criolla sellas
as the base af his hor sauce, and he also sprin-
kles them onto dishes like slow-poached muna
and hamachi in butter, alive ol and lemaon.

When heut is needed, Link favors paprika
chiles for their balance of sweet and spicy
notes. *Paprikas make grear hot sauce if you
just want a mice, vinegary, chile-flavored hot
sauce instead of a ripping-hot, borm-vour-
mouth hor sauce,” he says. He arinds dried
paprika-—noting it tasres completely different
than the raw chile—into many of his dry
spice blends.

“If Cajun food is spicy, it’s probably just not
heing dome right,” Link says, evoking the
specter of cayenne-smothered fish and steaks.

Used properly, he believes, chiles brighten
and deepen Cajun dishes without cranking up
the heat. This new depth of flavor is wha
makes Link's cuisine so disarming, so intrigu-
ing. Well, that and all that delicious pig.

Cochon
930 Tohoupuroulas St
Wetw Chleans, LA
S04-588-2123
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Herbsaint
F01 5t Chaerles Ave.

Meaw Ohleans, LA

Bused in Atlanta, Hope 5. Philbwick is a freelance
writer hecawse she believes thar work and fun

should noe be mutwally exclusive
Hot Sauce

Yield: 1 quiart ® Zest Factor: Hol

3 cups chopped criolla sella or other chiles
1 cup salt

Ly cup white distilled vinegar

1 cup cider vinegar

2 bay leaves

3 cloves parlic

Lf, cup sugar

In an airtight container, mix chiles and salr
Clover, ancd ler sic ar room temperature (o 4 days.
Foirse sale off chiles, and diain, In a saucepan over
medivm heat, bring the vinegars, bay leaves, garlic
and sugar w0 oa simmer. Add chiles, and
simmer 13 minutes. Let cool, then purée in a

blender until smoath. Pour inte bortles

Pickled Peppers
Yield: T ey * Zeest Factor: dediim

2 cups apple cider vinegar

Ify cup sugar
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