
 

 

Marion Kane: 
You’ve had a lot of success with your restaurant called Dirt Candy. First I have to ask you what the name 
means. My boyfriend has a theory – that it’s candy is vegetables that grow in the dirt. 
 
Amanda Cohen:  
Your boyfriend is 100% correct. Nobody ever forgets the name Dirt Candy once they’ve learned it. 
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Marion Kane:  
Amanda Cohen, founder of the hugely popular New York eatery Dirt Candy, has plenty on her plate and 
it’s mostly vegetables. I’m Marion Kane, Food Sleuth®, and welcome to “Sittin’ In the Kitchen®”. Dirt 
Candy, located on the Lower East Side of New York, bills itself as a vegetable restaurant, not a 
vegetarian one. It’s known for its innovative, sometimes decadent, delicious food. It was the first 
vegetable-focused restaurant in The Big Apple and is a leader in the vegetable forward movement. The 
place not surprisingly has won numerous awards. I spoke with Dirt Candy chef and owner Amanda 
Cohen at the 10th Annual Terroir Symposium in downtown Toronto. 
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Marion Kane: 
Were you born and raised here Amanda? 
 
Amanda Cohen: 
I was actually born in Ottawa. We moved to Toronto when I was 11 so I lived in Ottawa for 11 years and 
then I lived in Toronto for about 7-8 years before I went to university in New York. 
 
Marion Kane:  
And you never left. 
 
Amanda Cohen: 
No. I mean I travelled a bit. I lived in Hong Kong for two years and I lived in Los Angeles for a year but my 
heart belongs in New York. I love it. 
 
Marion Kane:  
You call this restaurant of yours, which has moved and expanded recently, a vegetable restaurant not a 
vegetarian restaurant. What is the difference to you? 
 
Amanda Cohen: 
The difference for us is that we’re not there to promote a lifestyle or any political views, environmental 
issues, health issues. I just really like to cook vegetables and we’re there to promote vegetables and 
celebrate them. It’s a little bit different in that way. I’m not opposed to using meat in the restaurant or 
fish. I just haven’t found fish that makes vegetables taste better or meat that makes vegetables taste 
better so that’s why it’s a little bit different in our heads.  
 
Marion Kane:  
In fact you do eat meat. 
 



 

 

Amanda Cohen:  
I eat fish. I eat very very little meat but I’m not opposed to trying anything at least once. One of the 
things that was really surprising to us, when we opened the restaurant, was there are thousands of 
steak restaurants and hundreds of chicken restaurants and fish restaurants and there is not a single 
restaurant dedicated only to vegetables. 
  
Marion Kane:  
Anywhere? 
 
Amanda Cohen:  
Anywhere really. There’s lots of restaurants that have vegetable tastings and that promote vegetables a 
little bit more than meat but they’re not really dedicated just to vegetables and I’m like, there’s so many 
different kinds of vegetables and there’s so much we can do with them and how can you not fall in love 
with this? it really does feel like the world is your oyster here. You can do whatever you want and have 
so much fun.  
 
Marion Kane:  
Can you describe a specific vegetable that you’ve explored and found exciting? 
 
Amanda Cohen:  
We can take the humble carrot. Today, we served our carrot buns and how much fun we get to 
make bao buns- steamed buns- out of carrot juice and flour and a little bit of yeast. We slow-cook the 
carrots for four hours at 200F and they take on this really lovely sort of melting texture in your mouth 
and all of a sudden we’ve done things with carrots that nobody else has done. They’ve never thought of 
presenting a carrot in that way. 
 
Marion Kane:  
That’s interesting that you’d say that because I made a discovery with eggplant that is a much-maligned 
vegetable and often doesn’t have any taste. It needs caramelization and I discovered that putting it on 
the barbecue is the trick with eggplant. Likewise for zucchini. How do you feel about caramelization in 
vegetables? 
 
Amanda Cohen:  
It depends what you want to do with the vegetable but it’s really important. I think one of the problems 
with cooks and vegetables is we’ve all been taught just to sort of roast your vegetables at 350F for 20 to 
40 minutes and you’re doing a great disservice to vegetables. You really want to cook them high and 
fast. 
 
Marion Kane:  
I roast vegetables at 425F for 25 minutes. 
 
Amanda Cohen: 
There you go. That’s better. The higher and the faster you can do it and then you’re going to get really 
nicer to like a crispy texture and you’re going to bring out those sugars and that’s where you’ll get that 
caramelization. Or you can cook them really slow at a much lower temperature and you’ll develop the 
sugar slower and you’ll have this much deeper flavour. 
 
  



 

 

Marion Kane: 
I’ve done a funny podcast, a humorous one, with a friend of mine who’s a foodie. It’s called “Underdog 
Vegetables.” We took two vegetables as an example. Can you guess what they were? 
 
Amanda Cohen: 
Turnip and rutabaga? 
 
Marion Kane:  
Oh, good one. Our two vegetables were brussels sprouts which are currently very fashionable. In 
restaurants they’re roasting them and deep frying them. The other one was the parsnip – the “anemic 
carrot” as my friend called it. 
 
Amanda Cohen:  
It’s true. Parsnip is vastly underrated but delicious. We do brussels sprouts tacos and we don’t have 
anything with parsnip on the menu right now but we used to do a parsnip gnocchi and they were 
delicious. 
  
Marion Kane:  
I made out of your book the Tomato Coconut Curry sauce and it’s delicious. It caught my eye because it 
has coconut in it and coconut milk. You toast the coconut and then you add coconut milk and puréed 
tomatoes and lemongrass and other seasonings, curry powder. It’s labour-intensive though. My 
boyfriend said, “When are you going to finish that?” I was putting it through a sieve it leaves a sludge.  
 
Amanda Cohen: 
It does. These recipes are labour-intensive and that is one of the problems with vegetables is that it is 
harder to work with them. It does take a little bit more time. You have to pay attention to each single 
vegetable whereas I think if you have a roast you just put the roast in the oven, you season it, you do 
what you need to do with it but it’s a little bit less complicated. But I think it’s worth it. When you can 
start developing these really big flavours. I’m a big proponent of freezing things so yeah, make too 
much, do it all at once, put it in the freezer and you’ll have it for the next couple of weeks. 
  
Marion Kane:  
I’m going to make your Broccoli Carpaccio and the Deep-Fried Broccoli Juliennes tonight. Do you have 
any tips? That looks a bit tricky. 
 
Amanda Cohen: 
No. It’s probably a little bit of practice to do the carpaccio. You have to use the mandoline.  
 
Marion Kane:  
I have one. 
 
Amanda Cohen:  
There you go. And the fried broccoli, no, it’s pretty easy. Just put a little bit of oil in a pan. When you 
deep fry the rule is don’t throw it in. Just place it gently and you’ll be fine. 
 
  



 

 

Marion Kane:  
I hear your favourite recipe at your restaurant is the Portabello Mushroom Mousse but I balked at 
making it because it calls for truffle oil and heavy cream. It sounds delicious but I’ve been unable to get 
into your restaurant to try this because you have a huge waiting list. 
 
Amanda Cohen:  
It’s true. We’re very lucky. We’re very very busy, it takes about two months to get a reservation 
probably because of the Portabello Mousse which is one of our most famous dishes. It’s very decadent. 
It’s very luxurious which is something we wanted to be able to show people you could do with 
vegetables. That you’re not missing out on flavour. You could actually make them really exciting. One of 
the reasons people like meat is because it is sort of decadent and you feel like you’re treating yourself. 
We want people to feel that same way with vegetables. 
 
Marion Kane:  
I hear you’ve been an innovator in many ways. You were the first person in New York to abolish tipping 
in a restaurant. 
 
Amanda Cohen: 
 I’m the first à-la-carte restaurant that got rid of tipping. It was really important to me. I think it’s 
because I’m from Canada and I have a whole social justice streak in me. I really needed my back-of-
house to be compensated more fairly. I wanted still to compensate my front-of-house. I started doing a 
lot of research into tipping and how it works. It’s a pretty racist sexist system and even more than that 
I’m not comfortable with my servers basically getting paid to work by the customers and not by me and 
yet they work for me. If somebody’s going to work for me I want to be the one to pay them and pay 
them well. That should be my responsibility not somebody else’s. 
  
Marion Kane: 
How exactly does that work? 
 
Amanda Cohen: 
Right now we have a charge but within the next week or so it’s just actually going to be rolled into the 
prices. The prices will be higher but all the money comes to the back-of-house and then we pay our staff 
a very fair wage.  
 
Marion Kane:  
You up their hourly wage? 
 
Amanda Cohen: 
Up until January of this year servers made $5.00 an hour and then tipped on top of that. We pay our 
servers $25.00 an hour and we also have a profit-sharing program so if I make money they make more 
money. They still need to work. They still have to be a server. They still have to sell. They’re not slacking 
off in the back corner. My servers would never do that anyways. They genuinely like their jobs. 
 
Marion Kane:  
How do you feel about veganism? I know a couple of vegans and it’s very tricky to cook for them. 
 
  



 

 

Amanda Cohen:  
Vegan cooking’s a whole art. We do it at the restaurant. We make everything vegetarian and vegan. I 
think it’s great. It pushes our comfort level and our skill level. We’re always learning. It is a whole 
different set of flavours. You can’t just take out the dairy. It doesn’t necessarily work that way. 
  
Marion Kane:  
You’re living in New York. You’re a big hit in New York. So much so that this Canadian food writer and 
broadcaster can’t get into your restaurant but do you miss Canada at all? 
 
Amanda Cohen: 
I miss it terribly. My whole family is here and I’ve spent a lot of time in Canada over the past year and 
I’ve fallen in love with it all over again. I love the people. I love the restaurant scene from coast to coast. 
I spent a lot of time in Calgary this year. I think it’s an amazing city. I think Toronto’s an amazing city. I 
don’t think I made the wrong choice to move to New York but right now I’m really enjoying visiting it. I 
love coming home. 
 
Marion Kane: 
Thank you very much Amanda. 
 
Amanda Cohen: 
Thank you so much for having me on your podcast. It was terrific. 
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Marion Kane:  
That was my conversation with Amanda Cohen. For more on her restaurant Dirt Candy and her nifty 
comic-illustrated cookbook of the same name visit dirtcandynyc.com I’m Marion Kane, Food Sleuth®. 
You can find more stories like this one  at marionkane.com and in iTunes. Thank you for Listening. 
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http://dirtcandynyc.com/
http://marionkane.com/

