BLACK PEPPER TOFU AND ASPARAGUS
1 
14-oz. package firm or extra-firm tofu, drained

1 
Tbsp. black peppercorns

2 
garlic cloves

1 
1½" piece ginger, peeled

1 
Tbsp. cornstarch

½ 
tsp. kosher salt

3 
Tbsp. extra-virgin olive oil

1 
lb. asparagus, trimmed, cut into 1½" pieces

1/3
cup soy sauce

1 
Tbsp. sugar

1 
tsp. unseasoned rice vinegar


Cooked white or brown rice (for serving)

Wrap tofu in a clean kitchen towel and place in a shallow baking dish or on a rimmed baking sheet. Weigh down with a heavy object (a cast-iron skillet topped with a couple of heavy cans works well). Let sit at least 15 minutes and up to 1 hour (go the full time if you can).

Meanwhile, coarsely crack peppercorns in a spice mill or with a mortar and pestle (you can use a chef’s knife or a very heavy object, although be prepared for some peppercorns to fly!); set aside. Finely grate garlic and ginger into a small bowl; set aside.

Unwrap tofu and cut into 1" cubes. Transfer tofu to a medium bowl. Add cornstarch and salt and toss gently to coat tofu.

Heat oil in a large nonstick skillet over medium-high. Arrange tofu in skillet in a single layer and cook, turning occasionally, until golden brown and crisp all over, 6–8 minutes. Using tongs or a slotted spoon, transfer to a large plate or baking sheet.

Reduce heat to medium and add reserved cracked pepper to skillet. Cook, stirring often, until very fragrant, about 2 minutes, then add asparagus and cook, stirring often, until bright green, about 1 minute. Add reserved garlic and ginger and cook, stirring constantly, until fragrant, about 1 minute.

Return tofu to pan and gently toss to combine. Increase heat to medium-high, add soy sauce and sugar, and cook, tossing occasionally, until sauce thickens slightly, about 3 minutes. Remove from heat and add vinegar. Taste and add more salt and/or vinegar if needed.

To serve, divide rice among plates and top with tofu mixture.
In this 30-minute dish, which is inspired by Yotam Ottolenghi's recipe in his 2011 book Plenty, black pepper is the star, not the sidekick: When bloomed in oil, the coarsely ground peppercorns become piquant and fragrant enough to flavor the entire sauce, no red pepper flakes, dried chiles, or hot sauce needed. Take care not to burn the peppercorns as you toast them or the flavor could swing from spicy to bitter.

A few months ago I heard about a method where you freeze firm/extra-firm tofu in its liquid and then let it thaw in your fridge before using. I've now started buying tofu, freezing it immediately, and then putting it in the fridge so I always have some ready. It works great with marinades because it soaks up the flavor beautifully. I can also say that for this it made for a real nice meaty texture. It also really seems to firm up tofu, so I would recommend it for anyone who has had bad experiences of tofu falling apart while frying! Apparently my boyfriend was a little skeptical when I said I was making green beans (it's what I had!) and tofu, but he didn't say anything at the time. Then as soon as he walked in and saw this all of his fears of a bland dish disappeared!

MALJAXMASSACHUSETTS05/15/20

This was delicious! I subbed tapioca starch for corn starch. I used 1/2 the peppercorns, but next time will used the first amount.

VICKIZACHSTAMFORD CT05/15/20

I used chicken instead of tofu, and arrow root for the breading, but it still came out wonderfully. Simple, quick, elegant, and tasty.

KNOXVILLE05/14/20
Serves: 2 
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