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A Freestyle 
Thanksgiving

Chef Cat Cora rounds up a few of her favorite Santa Barbara chefs for an outside-the-box feast.

By Jaime LewiS   PhotograPhS By gary moSS 

BRUSSELS SPROUTS WITH 
CHORIZO, RAISINS, AND 
CILANTRO  Recipe page 82
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A Freestyle 
Thanksgiving

when Santa Barbara resident and celebrity chef Cat Cora called on a handful of 
her local colleagues to reimagine classic thanksgiving recipes, she knew she’d get 
a world of flavors and textures.

“These chefs are from some of my favorite places to eat,” 
says Cora, whose star-studded culinary career is profoundly 
influenced by her Greek heritage, which is evident from a 
Mediterranean twist on much of her cuisine. “By inviting their 
input, I knew I’d get a well-rounded menu that represents the 
melting pot of America.”

Each of the recipes contributed from chefs Jason Paluska 
and Nick Flores of The Lark (thelarksb.com), Nui Pannak of 
Empty Bowl Gourmet Noodle Bar (empty-bowl-noodle.com),  
Kurt Steeber of Cielito Restaurant (cielitorestaurant.com),  
and by Cora herself, manages to riff on traditional Thanks-
giving fare while staying true to the spirit of the holiday. 
The result is a colorful, varied, and unexpected spread that 
doesn’t disappoint.

“Thanksgiving is a celebration of the many wonderful 
cultures here now. Different folks have always been part 
of what makes America great,” Cora says. “I love this menu 

because it reflects Latin, Asian, Italian, Mediterranean, and 
American flavors. These are the dishes I’ll be cooking for my 
family this year.”

That’s not to say Cora isn’t down with a traditional 
Thanksgiving feast. “My table’s always going to have those 
elements we can’t live without—roasted turkey, cranberry 
jellies, some kind of sweet potato, Brussels sprouts—but 
these [dishes presented here] are nice additions that anyone 
could rotate into their traditional dinner. I like to put a twist 
on the classics, jazzing them up and offering something that 
represents the cultures of America.”

Of course, if there is a feast, there must also be drink, and, 
given the globe-trotting flavors of this Thanksgiving menu,  
we asked master sommelier Brian McClintic of Les Marchands 
Wine Bar & Merchant (lesmarchandswine.com) in Santa 
Barbara to recommend a few bottles to pair with the meal.

CULINARY COLLABORATORS 
( from left) the Lark’s Jason Paluska, 
Cielito’s Kurt Steeber, Cat Cora, the 
Lark’s Nick Flores, and Nui Pannak of 
empty Bowl gourmet Noodle Bar.
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FREESTYLE THANKSGIVING MENU
(Turn to page 81 for wine pairings.)

HORS D’OEUVRE
Roasted Pumpkin Seed and Goat Cheese Dip 

With Mole-Spiced Root Vegetable Chips

MAIN COURSE
Pomegranate-Glazed Grilled Turkey

Coconut Jasmine Rice With Roasted Kabocha Squash  
and Purple Sweet Yam

Brussels Sprouts With Chorizo, Raisins, and Cilantro

Roasted Cauliflower Gratin

Oaxacan Persimmon Bread Stuffing With Dried Apricots,  
Granny Smith Apples, and Tequila

DESSERT
Kabocha Squash Maple Custard With Bourbon Toffee  

and Speculoos Streusel

Chefs for humanity
In response to the devastation caused by the 
Indian ocean tsunami in 2004, Cora launched 
Chefs for Humanity (CFH; chefsforhumanity.org), 
which creates nutritional programs to address 
hunger domestically and abroad. “Thanksgiving 
is a time of year when many people are down on 
their luck,” says Cora. “It’s also a time for all of 
us to think about giving back where we can and 
giving thanks for what we do have. At Chefs for 
Humanity, that’s what we do all year long.” 

To support CFH’s nutritional programs, during 
the month of november the empty bowl Gour-
met noodle bar will donate $1 for every order of 
its bangkok Street noodle and Cielito restaurant 
will donate $1 for every order of its Filete Asado. 
To learn more about how you can help or donate, 
visit the CFH website.

ROASTED PUMPKIN SEED AND GOAT 
CHEESE DIP WITH MOLE-SPICED ROOT 
VEGETABLE CHIPS Recipe page 81

Cat Cora’s

POMEGRANATE-
GLAZED GRILLED 
TURKEY
Recipe page 81
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COCONUT JASMINE RICE WITH 
ROASTED KABOCHA SQUASH 
AND PURPLE SWEET YAM
Recipe page 81
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ROASTED 
CAULIFLOWER 
GRATIN 
Recipe page 82
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RoASteD PUMPkin SeeD AnD goAt 
CHeeSe DiP WitH MoLe-SPiCeD Root 
VegetAbLe CHiPS 
In Santa Barbara, The Lark’s (thelarksb.com) 
executive chef Jason Paluska has created a festive 
and colorful take on traditional onion dip that 
plays with the sorts of Latin flavors he grew up 
tasting in his hometown of Tomball, Texas. “I 
like having a fun appetizer to start out,” says 
Cora, “and this one has a great combination 
of flavors to prepare the palate for a feast.”

PUMPkin SEED anD gOaT CHEESE DiP
 1  cup pumpkin seeds, plus more for garnish
 2  tablespoons olive oil
 2  large shallots peeled and thinly sliced
 ½  bunch cilantro
 2  cups goat cheese
 1  cup crème fraîche
 2  tablespoons pumpkin seed oil (available at 
  specialty stores or online retailers; may  
  substitute extra-virgin olive oil)
 3  tablespoons lemon juice
  Salt and pepper to taste

preheat oven to 325°F. Spread pumpkin seeds 
evenly on a baking sheet. Roast seeds for 10 
minutes. Cool, setting aside a few seeds for 
garnish. In a small skillet, heat 2 tablespoons 
olive oil on medium. Add shallots and cook until 
caramelized, about 20 minutes. Set aside. Roughly 
chop cilantro and pumpkin seeds. In a large bowl, 
gently fold together goat cheese, crème fraîche, 
pumpkin seed oil, caramelized shallots, lemon 
juice, cilantro, and seeds. Season to taste with salt 
and pepper. Transfer dip to serving bowl. Garnish 
with remaining seeds.

Serves 10.

MOlE SPiCE 
 2 tablespoons ancho chile spice
 1  teaspoon coriander 
 1  teaspoon cumin
  Zest of 1 lime
 2  tablespoons salt
 ¼ teaspoon black pepper

Mix all ingredients in small bowl.

MOlE-SPiCED ROOT vEgETablE CHiPS
 2  carrots
 2  parsnips
 2  sweet potatoes
 4  cups canola oil
  mole Spice

Slice each vegetable lengthwise in ¹⁄8-inch-thick 
slices. Heat oil in a heavy bottomed saucepan 
on high. prop a deep-fry thermometer in the oil. 
When oil reaches 325°F, reduce heat to medium 
and fry vegetables for about 4 minutes. Using 
tongs, remove vegetables from oil and place on 
paper towels to remove excess oil. Immediately 
toss vegetables with Mole Spice. Arrange on a 
platter and serve with Roasted pumpkin Seed and 
Goat Cheese Dip.

PoMegRAnAte-gLAZeD  
gRiLLeD tURkeY
“I’ve been making this turkey for years,” says 
Cora, who grew up cooking alongside her Greek 
relatives in a tightly knit immigrant community 
in Mississippi. “I love how easy it is to cut the 
bird like a chicken, grill it low and slow, and 
then throw a glaze on it. To me, it’s a very 

Mediterranean style of doing turkey. In fact, I 
can definitely imagine making it in Greece.”

 1  small fresh turkey (about 20 pounds), cut into  
  parts (wings, drumsticks, breasts, thighs) 
 ¼  cup extra-virgin olive oil
 1  teaspoon salt 
 ½  teaspoon black pepper 
 1½  cup pomegranate syrup (available in  
  supermarkets) 
 1  teaspoon of fresh savory or thyme,  
  chopped fine 

preheat grill to medium-high for charcoal grill or 
high for gas grill. Season turkey with olive oil, salt, 
and pepper. Let sit for 20 minutes.

place the turkey on the lowest grate, turning 
pieces until nicely browned, about 4 to 5 minutes. 
Reduce heat to low and move parts to a higher 
grate. Close grill lid and let turkey cook slowly, 
turning occasionally, for 30 to 40 minutes. Then 
begin brushing the turkey with 1 cup of the 
pomegranate syrup and continue to cook for 
about 10 more minutes. Using an instant-read 
thermometer inserted into the thickest part of a 
thigh, away from the bone, temperature should 
register from 175°F to 180°F for dark meat. (White 
meat cooks more quickly than dark.) When done, 
remove turkey from the grill, transfer to a cutting 
board, sprinkle with savory or thyme, loosely cover 
with foil, and let stand for 15 minutes before carving. 
Serve remaining pomegranate syrup on the side.

The turkey can also be roasted in a 400°F oven. 
place the pieces on the rack of a large roasting pan 
and follow the same method as above, cooking for 
45 minutes to 1 hour. 

Serves 12 to 14.

CoConUt JASMine RiCe WitH 
RoASteD kAboCHA SQUASH AnD 
PURPLe SWeet YAM 
“I really like a rice dish as an alternative to 
stuffing because it’s gluten-free,” says Cora.  
“Plus I just love Thai food.” 

Growing up in the countryside outside Bangkok, 
Nui Pannak, now the co-owner and chef of Empty 
Bowl Gourmet Noodle Bar (empty-bowl-noodle.
com) in Santa Barbara, helped her father and 
sister sell Thai herbs and spices from their small 
farm. Pannak’s dish makes wonderful use of those 
same flavors while also adding variety to the menu. 

“We’ve all had a Thanksgiving meal where 
everything tasted the same,” says Cora. “This rice 
is great for when you need something to lighten 
things up.”

 2  cups jasmine white rice
 1½  tablespoons granulated white sugar
 1  cup coconut milk
 1¾  cups water
 1¼  teaspoons kosher salt
 ½  cup shredded coconut
 1  whole leaf of kaffir lime (available at Asian  
  or specialty markets)
 1  tablespoon thinly sliced kaffir lime leaf  
  for garnish
 
Rinse jasmine rice in cold water and drain. In a 
mixing bowl, combine sugar, coconut milk, water, 
and salt until sugar and salt are dissolved. Mix 
shredded coconut with jasmine rice and whole 
kaffir lime leaf in rice cooker. Stir in coconut milk 
mixture. Cover, and set to cook. After rice is cooked 
let it sit in rice cooker for 10 minutes. (To prepare 
without a rice cooker, heat coconut milk mixture in 

a medium-size saucepan to boil. Add jasmine rice 
mixture and follow instructions on rice package.) 
Transfer rice into a large bowl. Fluff with fork, 
mixing in any shredded coconut that has floated to 
the top. Cover with foil to keep warm.

ROaSTED kabOCHa SQUaSH anD PURPlE YaM
 1  pound kabocha squash, peeled, seeded
 1  purple yam, peeled
 ½ cup coconut milk
 1  tablespoon granulated white sugar
 1¼  teaspoons kosher salt

preheat oven to 400°F. Cut squash and yam into 
¾-inch cubes. Measure out ½ cup yam cubes, and 
save the remainder for another use. In a bowl, mix 
coconut milk, sugar, and salt together until sugar 
and salt are dissolved. Mix in the squash and yam 
cubes. place on baking sheet and roast in oven for 
20 minutes.

In a large serving bowl, combine roasted squash 
and yam with coconut jasmine rice. Garnish with 
lime leaf slices and serve. 

Serves 6 to 8.

Wine PairingS

Sure, Thanksgiving’s usual chardonnay and pinot 
noir could work just fine with this menu, but why 
settle for the status quo? Here, master sommelier 
brian mcClintic suggests several wines and one 
beer that would both complement and set off the 
vibrant flavors of this Thanksgiving feast. 

WiTH THE HORS D’OEUvRE
Breton La Dilettante Vouvray Brut NV  
$21; domainebreton.net 
An elegant departure from champagne, this 
biodynamic-produced Loire valley sparkler boasts 
a gentle effervescence.

Jolly Pumpkin Artisan Ales, Oro de Calabaza 
$13; jollypumpkin.com 
This bière de garde-style ale shows a spicy and 
peppery bouquet that correlates with hearty 
winter cuisine. 

WiTH THE Main COURSE
Qupé 2012 Marsanne, Santa Barbara County 
$20; qupe.com 
This is a rich, textured white that will stand up to 
big, flavorful dishes.

Piedrasassi 2012 Syrah, Santa Barbara County
$35; piedrasassi.com 
bold yet elegant, this syrah shows dark fruit 
backed by olive and pepper notes that match up 
well with a full range of American flavors.

Domaine Tempier 2011 Bandol 
$40; domainetempier.com 
mourvèdre is the dominant grape here, offering 
a generous and rugged texture that will convert 
cab lovers.

WiTH THE DESSERT
D’Oliveira 1989 Malvasia Reserva Madeira 
$90; rarewineco.com
A nutty, delicious dessert wine that sings  
with essences of toffee.
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bRUSSeLS SPRoUtS WitH CHoRiZo, 
RAiSinS, AnD CiLAntRo
Kurt Steeber, the executive chef of Cielito  
(cielitorestaurant.com) in Santa Barbara, brings 
all the moments of his varied career to bear on 
this Spanish-inspired dish, from working with 
Jeremiah Tower at Stars in San Francisco to 
starting a tapas bar in Manhattan long before 
small plates were de rigueur. 

“I love the Latin flair here,” says Cora. “Brussels 
sprouts are so classic to Thanksgiving now, and 
these Latin flavors bring in a new punch.”

  Salt
 1  pound brussels sprouts, trimmed and 
  halved lengthwise
 2  tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil
 6  ounces fresh ground chorizo
 ½  small yellow onion, roughly chopped
 2  cloves garlic, finely chopped
 ¾  cup golden raisins, soaked in hot water  
  to reconstitute
 ¼  cup cilantro, chopped
  Kosher salt and freshly ground black  
  pepper, to taste

Heat a 6-quart pot of salted water to a boil. Add 
the Brussels sprouts and cook until just tender, 
about 6 minutes. Using a slotted spoon, transfer 
Brussels sprouts to a bowl of ice water; let sit for 
5 minutes. Drain Brussels sprouts and pat dry with 
paper towels; set aside.

Heat 1 tablespoon of the oil in a 12-inch cast-
iron skillet on medium-high. Add chorizo and 
cook, stirring occasionally, until browned, about 
5 minutes. Add the onions and cook, stirring 
occasionally, until golden brown and soft, about 
8 minutes. Add the garlic and cook until soft, about 
2 more minutes. Transfer chorizo mixture to a 
bowl. Increase heat to high and add the remaining 
oil and the reserved Brussels sprouts; cook, 
stirring occasionally, until the Brussels sprouts 
are browned and tender, about 8 minutes. Stir in 
the reserved chorizo mixture, raisins, and cilantro. 
Season with kosher salt and pepper.

Serves 8 to 10.

RoASteD CAULiFLoWeR gRAtin 
Using an underestimated vegetable and 
Middle Eastern spices, executive chef Jason 
Paluska of The Lark (thelarksb.com) in 
Santa Barbara wakes up the old standby of 
potatoes au gratin to beautiful effect. 

“What’s not to like about harissa, grilled  
lemons, pine nuts, and pecorino?” says Cora.  
“I mean, these are all my flavors. Jason is so  
creative. This is just one of the reasons I love  
The Lark.”

 1  head cauliflower, trimmed
 6  tablespoons olive oil
 ¼  cup harissa 
 ¼  cup pine nuts, toasted
 ½  preserved lemon, grilled, finely minced  
  (available at specialty food stores) 
 ½  cup shaved pecorino, extra for garnish
 1  cup crème fraîche
 3  tablespoons chopped parsley
 2  cups breadcrumbs
  Fresh thyme, chopped, for garnish
 
preheat oven to 350°F. Cut cauliflower into 
1-inch-thick pieces. Heat a large cast-iron pan with 
4 tablespoons olive oil just until smoke appears. 

Gently place cauliflower in pan and cook until a 
nice golden color is achieved, about 3 minutes. 
Using slotted spoon, remove cauliflower from oil 
and set on paper towels to drain. place cauliflower 
in large mixing bowl. Add harissa, pine nuts, 
preserved lemon, pecorino, crème fraîche, and 
parsley. Mix breadcrumbs with 2 tablespoons olive 
oil and season with salt. place cauliflower mixture 
in large baking dish and cover with breadcrumbs. 
place in oven and bake for 15 minutes or until hot 
and bubbly. (Option: place cauliflower mixture in 4 
individual ramekins or mini cast-iron baking dishes. 
Bake as directed.) Garnish cauliflower gratin with 
shaved pecorino and chopped fresh thyme. 

Serves 4.

kAboCHA SQUASH MAPLe CUStARD 
WitH boURbon toFFee AnD 
SPeCULooS StReUSeL
Having worked in some of San Francisco’s top 
restaurants (Aqua, Fifth Floor, and Michael 
Mina’s RN74), Nick Flores, now executive sous 
chef and pastry chef at The Lark (thelarksb.com) 
in Santa Barbara, has made a career of mixing 
up classic desserts with wild card ingredients. 
Speculoos, a spiced shortbread cookie originating 
from the Netherlands, is sprinkled over sticky 
bourbon toffee and velvety squash-maple custard 
for a treat that Cora says “rounds out the meal 
without being too sweet.”

kabOCHa SQUaSH MaPlE CUSTaRD
 1  kabocha squash (may substitute with  
  1 cup canned pumpkin puree)
 2 cups milk
 2  cups cream
 1  vanilla bean
 2  cinnamon sticks
  Zest of 1 orange
 8  egg yolks
 2  whole eggs
 1  cup maple sugar (available at Whole Foods,  
  or substitute brown sugar)
 
preheat oven to 350°F. place whole kabocha 
squash on baking sheet and roast for 1 hour. 
Remove from oven and cool. Cut open squash and 
discard seeds. Remove pulp and puree in blender 
or food processor until smooth; set aside.

Lower temperature to 275°F. In large heavy-
bottomed saucepan over medium heat, bring 
milk, cream, vanilla bean, cinnamon sticks, and 
orange zest to a boil. Turn off heat and let mixture 
infuse for 10 minutes.

In a large bowl, whisk together yolks, whole 
eggs, maple sugar, and 1 cup squash puree. Strain 
mixture through a fine mesh sieve over a bowl and 
slowly whisk into squash.

place a muffin tin in a large high-sided roasting 
pan and add about 2 inches of water to pan for 
water bath. Into each of 8 six-ounce oven-safe 
rocks glasses, pour about 4 ounces of custard at 
an angle (see page 83). Set each glass in muffin 
tin to maintain angle. Transfer pan to the oven 
and bake for 20 minutes or until just set. Chill in 
refrigerator for at least 4 hours or overnight. 

bOURbOn TOFFEE
 1  cup sugar
 2  tablespoons water
 1  vanilla bean
 1  cup cream
 2  teaspoons salt
 2  tablespoons bourbon
 2  tablespoons butter

In a small pot, bring sugar and water to a boil until 
mixture reaches a medium caramel consistency, 
about 3 minutes. Add vanilla bean. Slowly whisk 
in cream. Return to a boil to ensure caramel is 
completely dissolved. Stir in salt, bourbon, and 
butter. Discard vanilla bean. Chill in refrigerator, 
about 1 hour.

SPECUlOOS STREUSEl
 ½  cup butter
 ½  cup brown sugar
 ½  cup all-purpose flour
 ½  cup almonds, ground
  Zest of 1 lemon 
 ½  teaspoon ground ginger
 ¼  teaspoon ground nutmeg
 ¼  teaspoon ground cloves
 ¼  teaspoon ground black pepper
 ½  cup pomegranate seeds, for garnish

Combine all ingredients into a large bowl and 
gently mix until mixture resembles course meal 
and butter is incorporated. Chill in refrigerator for 
at least two hours. preheat oven to 325°F. Spread 
mixture on baking sheet and bake until topping is 
golden, about 8 minutes.

Spoon 2 tablespoons of Bourbon Toffee over 
each glass of custard. Top each with a spoonful of 
streusel and a few pomegranate seeds and serve.

Serves 8. 

Don’t miss Chef Steeber’s Oaxacan Persimmon 
Bread Stuffing recipe at 805living.com.

is a celebration 

of the many 

wonderful 

cultures here 

now. Different 

folks have always 

been part of 

what makes 

america great.”

“Thanksgiving

—Cat Cora
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KABOCHA SQUASH MAPLE 
CUSTARD WITH BOURBON 
TOFFEE AND SPECULOOS 
STREUSEL Recipe page 82




