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These sauces take the stress,
not to mention time and labor,
out of cooking something new
BY JANE BLACK

F. MARTIN RAMIN/THE WALL STREET JOURNAL

O

N A RECENT Tuesday, I
whipped up Thai larb for dinner.
The pork was spicy and a little
crunchy. Topped with cilantro,
served with lettuce wrappers, it
was both visually appealing and delectable.
But the best part? It was ready in 15 minutes.
All I did was sauté the ground meat, then
add a flavor packet from a new meal-starter
company called Omsom. It’s not that larb is
that hard to make; the Omsom packet includes
only fish sauce, lime juice, sugar and chile. But
as we enter our second pandemic year, I’m
torn between opposing desires to eat terrific
food and do as little as possible in the kitchen.
Apparently, it’s not only me. When Omsom
launched with three southeast Asian recipe
starters last May, it sold out in 72 hours.
Meal starters are nothing new. Campbell’s
Cream of Mushroom soup, the can that
launched a million casseroles, debuted in
1934. Rice-A-Roni arrived in 1958, followed
in 1971 by Hamburger Helper. But Omsom is
part of a new generation designed for highminded cooks who prize global flavors and
shun the artificial ingredients, fillers and
stabilizers of yore. These pantry shortcuts
come in jars, packets, even squeezable
tubes, with the goal of aiding exhausted but
still curious cooks to serve up West African
maffé, Oaxacan molé or steak chimichurri in
under 30 minutes. “We’re replacing things
from our favorite restaurants that may,
sadly, now be closed,” said David Portalatin,
a food and beverage analyst at the NPD
Group. “If there’s a jar or a kit to help, consumers are interested in giving it a try.”
Alison Cayne, who ran a culinary school and
café called Haven’s Kitchen in New York for
eight years, heard this firsthand from her students. “They don’t want to invest time and energy into something people don’t like,” she
said. So she developed a series of fresh, refrigerated sauces to help make dinner foolproof.
The line, released in Whole Foods Market in
2018, includes flavors such ginger-miso, nutty
lemongrass and a spicy harissa. (Ms. Cayne’s
timing could not have been better: Her New
York cooking school was forced to close last
year due to the pandemic.)
Haven’s Kitchen’s sauces stand apart
from others on the market because they are
designed to be versatile. One night I tossed
shrimp and broccoli in the chimichurri and
roasted them for a sheet-pan dinner, and I
used the rest of the sauce to marinate
chicken breasts. The ginger-miso sauced a
bowl of soba noodles and leftover veggies.
The harissa spiced up an egg-and-cheese
sandwich.
I appreciate that flexibility. But I’m also
drawn to meal starters that introduce new
dishes into my rotation. Until I tried Kitchens of Africa’s simmer sauces, I had never
cooked maffé, a sweet and spicy West African stew, or yassa, made with caramelized
onions. Many Americans’ unfamiliarity with
such flavors is why Jainaba Jeng created the
sauces in 2012.
Ms. Jeng grew up in Gambia. When she
moved to the U.S., she was homesick for her
country’s cooking. One day, walking through

SAUCE MOTHERS / TOP MEAL STARTER LINES AND THEIR CREATORS

1 SALSAOLOGY Chef Lori
Sandoval (pictured)
started selling her sauces
to fund opening a restaurant. They were so good
they became a business
of their own. Our Pick
The Ancho Chile and
Tamarind simmer sauce
for perfect tacos in minutes. salsaology.com

2 HAVEN’S KITCHEN
These fresh, refrigerated
sauces from Alison
Cayne come in squeezable tubes for easy dabbing and drizzling. Our
Pick Herby Chimichurri,
which blends parsley
and oregano with salty
capers and a hit of vinegar. havenskitchen.com

3 BROOKLYN DELHI Chitra Agrawal’s line of plantbased sauces conjure classic Indian flavors.
(Coconut and cashew
cream stand in for the
dairy.) Our Pick The mild,
Goan-inspired Golden Coconut Curry with healthy
turmeric, ginger and
lemon. brooklyndelhi.com

5 OMSOM Founded by
sisters Vanessa and Kim
Pham, Omsom touts its
products with the tagline
“proud and loud Asian
home cooking.” The 30minute meals deliver.
Our Pick The Thai Larb,
which works brilliantly
with pork or mushrooms.
omsom.com

4 KITCHENS OF AFRICA
Both East and West Africa are represented in
this line of vegan-friendly
African simmer sauces
from Jainaba Jeng. Our
Pick The luscious Maffé,
a West African favorite
that melds peanut butter,
tomatoes and chile.
kitchensofafrica.com

the grocery store, she noticed how many
Thai and Mexican sauces there were. “I
had this lightbulb moment,” she said. “If I
can put it in a jar, then people can taste
the food I was raised on.”
Lori Sandoval launched her company,
Salsaology, in 2015 with three regional
Mexican moles. But after she adopted two
children at the end of 2018, she realized
even that wasn’t convenient enough. Her
line developed for the Instant Pot hit
shelves last October—and overall sales
soared. Similarly, Brooklyn Delhi, a company that made its name with different
varieties of the tangy Indian condiment
achaar, expanded into simmer sauces after its founder, Chitra Agrawal, had her
first child. “Our development process is
definitely driven by what we need in the
kitchen,” she said with a laugh.
Who doesn’t need a really good shortcut? “People are definitely looking for
something to make [cooking] both easy and
interesting,” said Ms. Cayne. “Something to
make the chicken tonight different from the
chicken they ate last night.”

The Early Bird
Gets the Poplin.
2 for $399
.Our timeless, cotton-rich
“Perfect Poplin” suits are now
offered at the incredible sale
price of 2 suits for $399!
A definite warm weather
necessity for the well dressed
man, available as two-button
models in classic fit. In choice
of khaki, olive, oyster or navy.
Reg. $295 ea., Sale: 2 for $499
With Promo Code 20% Off

2 Suits for $399

Pure Linen Suits,
a Breeze at
2 for $399
As part of our Frank Stella
Suit Collection and for that
well traveled man-of-the-world
look, our lightweight 100%
linen suits are now on sale at
our special pre-season offer
of 2 suits for $399!
The ideal choice for warm
weather comfort. Available
in Navy, khaki or natural.

Better by
The Batch

MATTHEW COOK

One pan produces
four gorgeous cakes
in a single bake.
That’s a pretty
sweet ROI.
WHILE ONE MIGHT argue
that there’s no such thing
as too much cake, sometimes a smaller cake suits
the occasion handily. That’s

Reg. $395 ea., Sale: 2 for $499
With Promo Code 20% Off

why Nordic Ware’s Bundt
Quartet Pan is a welcome
addition to any baker’s batterie de cuisine. The 21/2 -cup
quadruplets bake the equivalent of a standard 10- to
12-cup Bundt cake recipe. In
other words, you make the
same effort for greater rewards. There’s the joy of
flipping the pan and unmolding a quadrant of perfect Bundts, each with its
own distinct pattern. And
the cast aluminum material,
an even conductor of heat,
facilitates a flawlessly
browned exterior. Nordic

Ware literally invented the
modern Bundt pan and still
produces them in Minneapolis, where the family-run
business got its start 75
years ago. The minis are
ideal for intimate entertaining—one cake feeds four
daintily, or three generously—and you can send
the rest home with guests.
And these babies were
made for gifting: Wrap one
in cellophane and voilà, you
just made someone’s day or,
better yet, Mother’s Day.
$65, nordicware.com
—Gabriella Gershenson

2 Suits for $399

NYC LOCATIONS

Use Promo Code EB20 online
to take an Additional 20% Off

M-Sat. 11-7, Sun.12-6 (212) 877-5566

www.frankstellanyc.com

M-Sat. 10-6, Sun. Closed (212) 957-1600

440 Columbus Ave. (cor. 81 st.)
921 7th Ave. (cor. 58 st.)
NYFOREVER

FREE SHIPPING!
Find Us on Facebook.com/frankstellanyc

Find Us on Instagram.com/frankstellanyc

Phone Orders Accepted

