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INTRODUCTION



Why I Wrote a Book about the World’s Most Versatile Ingredient


I was on the phone with author and television personality Alton Brown not long ago, whom I first met while taping season one of The Next Iron Chef America. He asked what I was working on.


“I want to write about the egg,” I said, “all the things you can do with an egg, and how if you knew everything about cooking with eggs, you would become a better cook in a hundred different ways.”


He said, “Yeah, I’ve always liked to say that the egg is the Rosetta stone of the kitchen.”


That is exactly what makes Alton Brown so good on TV—he cuts right to the chase with the perfect metaphor: an ancient stone that helped us decipher a little-known language. Like that Rosetta stone, the egg, far more ancient, unlocks the secret language of the kitchen. Learn the language of the egg—understand completely this amazing and beautiful oblong orb—and you can enter new realms of cooking, rocketing you to stellar heights of culinary achievement.


The greatest of all our foods, the egg combines beauty, elegance, and simplicity, a miracle of natural design and, as food, bounty. Containing all of the nutrients required to create life, eggs give our bodies a powerful combination of proteins, amino acids, fatty acids, antioxidants, minerals, and vitamins, a package unmatched by any other single food.


The egg represents food at an almost primordial level when we eat it raw, consuming the liquidy stuff of life itself, and is capable of being transformed into the most sophisticated of culinary creations. I think of my friend and collaborator Thomas Keller and his truffle custard—egg and cream flavored with white truffle, cooked and served in the shell with a potato chip garnish. It’s one of the finest four-star dishes ever created, and it’s nothing more than egg, cream, truffle, potato. Genius in its simplicity.


The egg’s shell is delicate but sturdy, porous but protective. Inside, more than a dozen different proteins form the white, the albumen, each serving a specific function in the developing creature—some feeding the embryo, some fending off large predators, others disabling harmful microbes. It’s evolution at its most elegant and offers the cook a range of culinary acrobatics that give us an airy cake, a crisp meringue, a pillowy soufflé, or a tightly bound seafood terrine.


The yolk, that rich and fatty orb—suspended at either end within the albumen by protein coils called chalazae—is the nutrient center of the egg, accounting for three-quarters of the egg’s calories. It also contains iron, thiamin, vitamin A, protein, cholesterol, and lecithin (a badass fat-water-hybrid molecule that gives yolks the ability to emulsify a lot of fat into a small amount of water, for culinary essentials such as the humble mayonnaise and the elegant béarnaise sauce).


A miracle of nature ought to be rare, like a truffle, but the egg is abundant; it ought likewise to be expensive, but instead it is among the most affordable foods in the store, costing just pennies apiece for the mass-produced varieties. At their very finest—from free-range hens fed only organic grain—eggs still cost only thirty or forty cents each.


The egg, as an individual food item (say, a poached egg on whole-wheat toast), is excellent. As an ingredient the egg is also, to the chef, an emblem and test of a cook’s skill. More than with any other ingredient, the way an egg is handled by a cook tells a chef 90 percent of what he or she needs to know about a prospective hire. Many chefs ask a young cook to put aside the résumé and make an omelet. That’s all that’s needed as a tryout, because cooking an omelet well requires skill, knowledge, experience, and finesse.


It’s this fact that long ago started me thinking about the importance of the egg to cooking generally. I got down to the business of writing about the egg in Ruhlman’s Twenty, devoting an entire chapter to it, beginning thus:




If you could choose to master a single ingredient, no choice would teach you more about cooking than an egg. It is an end in itself; it’s a multipurpose ingredient; it’s an all-purpose garnish; it’s an invaluable tool. The egg teaches your hands finesse and delicacy. It helps your arms develop strength and stamina. It instructs in the way proteins behave in heat and in the powerful ways we can change food mechanically. It’s a lever for getting food to behave in great ways. Learn to take the egg to its many differing ends, and you’ve enlarged your culinary repertoire by a factor of ten.





For this book I wanted to write about all those differing ends, working my way back to the egg. And in thinking about those ends, I began to break down the egg into its many uses. It quickly developed in my head not as ends, or single recipes, but as a unity, a single complex image in which everything is connected. Nature loves simplicity and unity: the hen’s egg is an expression of nature’s genius.


In the kitchen, the egg is ultimately neither ingredient nor finished dish but rather a singularity with a thousand ends. Scrambled eggs and angel food cake and ice cream and aioli and popovers and gougères and macarons and a gin fizz aren’t separate entities, they’re all part of the egg continuum, they are all one thing. The egg is a lens through which to view the entire craft of cooking. By working our way through the egg, we become powerful cooks.


Anyone familiar with my work knows my belief in the sanctity of technique. Recipes today are free. The world is awash in recipes. While there’s nothing wrong with recipes per se, there’s everything wrong with relying solely on recipes if you want to be a better cook. You’ve got to be very shrewd to disinter an unknown technique from within a recipe. But if you know a single technique, you immediately have hundreds of recipes at hand. That’s why cooking schools don’t teach recipes, they teach technique.


Recipes are a valuable resource for ideas, and I use them often. Sometimes they offer outright an unfamiliar technique. I love to compare recipes for the same finished product—Why does this quick bread use both baking powder and baking soda? Why does that one use considerably more egg relative to the flour? What are the resulting differences? When I’m writing my own recipes, I often compare various recipes, pick and choose elements from each that I like, filter them through my own particular nature (preferences, biases, practicalities, competencies), to arrive at a recipe that is more or less mine (I don’t know that there are any truly unique recipes in traditional cooking). There are many wonderful recipes in this book, so even if you just want to get dinner on the table and have no desire to become a better cook, the preparations in this book will still make you feel like a star. The recipes have also been chosen because they are classic or distinctive examples of a technique made possible by the miraculous egg.


Within the universe of the egg are dozens of techniques. I’d wager that no other single ingredient has as many, not by a long shot. But shouldn’t we expect as much from a little package that contains all the stuff of life itself?


THE EGG FLOWCHART


THE IDEA TO PRESENT THE EGG AS A FLOWCHART CAME NATURALLY, FROM JUST THINKING about it, asking the question, “What can you do with an egg?”


The answer—after the obvious “all kinds of things”—is that it depends. Are you going to cook it in its shell or out? If you’re going to leave it in its shell, are you going to cook it hard or soft? If you’re going to cook it out of its shell, are you going to cook it whole or separate it? Are you going to cook it at all? Are you going to use it as a tool, to leaven a cake or emulsify a mayonnaise?


You could even make a game of it. Think of a dish that uses eggs—a quiche, a cake, a poached egg, pasta carbonara—and your opponent has twenty guesses. You’d begin with those same questions—Is it cooked in the shell or out? If out, is it whole or separated? If separated, is the white or the yolk used? If used whole, is it cooked as is or blended?


It occurred to me that to show, visually, how versatile the egg is, I’d have to make a flowchart. After thinking about how readily egg preparations would lend themselves to a graphic representation in this format, I sat down at our dining room table with a roll of parchment paper and wrote one out. It was sloppy, the kind of diagram a teacher at a blackboard would improvise. But it worked—the egg really did present itself visually as a flowchart, one that measured about a foot and a half long.


When I was ready to get serious about it, I asked my wife and partner, Donna, to write it out, since she’s better at all things visual. I mapped the whole thing out, and she figured out how much space she was going to need to get it all in. The finished diagram required a five-foot length of parchment.


It was a thing of beauty. It mesmerized. I tacked it across a row of bookshelves behind my desk, and when we had a gang over for a New Year’s Day brunch, people went into my office and gazed as if it were a museum piece. By twos and threes, guests stood staring at it, pointing things out to each other, and staring some more. A few stood for ten minutes before they could draw themselves away. “Michael,” they asked, “what is this?”


The promise of the flowchart demanded to be fulfilled. A removable poster of the flow-chart is included at the back of this book.


THE WAY I COOK


MY DEAR EDITOR, MICHAEL SAND, SOMETIMES MAKES ME WANT TO PULL MY HAIR OUT. When I went page by page through his edit of the manuscript that would become this book, I saw that he was a comma freak. I kind of toss them willy-nilly onto the page after I’ve written it and hope they fall into the right places, and so am incredibly grateful for his fastidiousness. He is acutely attuned to confusing or lazy phrasings in a recipe and calls attention to them without making me feel like an idiot. His questions arrive with a delicacy that would please the famously decorous former New Yorker editor William Shawn.


But he continually asked me about butter (salted or unsalted?) and kept writing “large eggs?” in a book about eggs. Why do these most basic questions make me want to pull my hair out? Because it doesn’t matter.


And because at the same time it does matter. (I could put three commas in that fragment but refuse to.)


And, finally, because it lasers in on the fundamental difficulty of writing about food: Cooking is so infinitely nuanced that to write completely about how to cook any dish would require a manuscript longer than a David Foster Wallace novel and include twice as many footnotes within twice as many endnotes. And then no one would be able to follow it, let alone cook from it—and just as well, because it would still be incomplete. That’s how nuanced cooking is.


I’m not a chef but I am a cook; I’ve written with, and for, a lot of really talented chefs, and there isn’t a single one I haven’t learned something from—and then incorporated it into my own way of cooking or adapted it to my culinary personality, which is not fussy or detail-oriented, but rather exuberant and life-embracing.


Salt is the most valuable ingredient in the kitchen. Thomas Keller told me this sixteen years ago, when I asked him what he considered the most important thing for a cook to know. After thinking for a little bit he said, “How to salt food. It’s the first thing we teach new cooks when they come to work at the French Laundry.”


Michael Symon taught me to salt onions the moment they hit the pan (I used to wait till I got at least some liquid in there). He does it to get the seasoning process under way, but when I did it I realized it also pulls out water and gets them cooking faster. That’s how my personality fits into what he taught me. And Michael Symon didn’t come up with this idea, he got it from another chef early in his own career. Michael Pardus taught me how to salt pasta water (“till it tastes seasoned”), Eric Ripert taught me how to salt fish, Judy Rodgers taught me how to salt meat, and again Keller, who has taught me so much I don’t know where he ends and I begin, taught me that it didn’t matter what kind of salt I used, but rather that the critical factor was using the same salt every time so that my fingers got used to a specific quantity.


Probably the most important thing I taught myself, when I wanted to convert an older chef’s ratios into contemporary ones for a book, was how important weighing your food is as opposed to measuring it by volume. It makes all of cooking so much easier and more consistent. So, if you have a scale, use it, especially for measuring flour and large quantities of salt.


See? I could go on and on about just salt and we haven’t even gotten to how to use it in a recipe or how it affects butter (it’s added for flavor), and it doesn’t have anything to do with eggs (except that it makes them taste better). So Michael Sand’s question about salted or unsalted butter requires an essay, but I’ll try to boil it down to this: I use salted butter because it’s what I’ve been using since I started cooking in the fourth grade; it’s what I’m used to. And since even sweet preparations benefit from salt, salted butter works fine even in pastries. Most chefs use unsalted butter; this is because they want ultimate control over the salt level in their food. I have no issue with this. Indeed, salt levels are especially important in the pastry kitchen. On occasion it will be the butter I choose to use for this reason.


So what do we make of the fact that salted and unsalted butter yield pretty much the same results? We are to take from this a very important lesson: good cooking requires us to pay attention, to think, and to taste our food and evaluate it throughout the cooking process.


Which brings me to the “large egg” question. Large eggs, by definition in the United States, weigh 2 ounces. In his book On Food and Cooking, Harold McGee notes that large eggs weigh 55 grams (about 1 gram less than 2 ounces), with the whites weighing 38 grams and the yolks 17 grams. But the thing is, they don’t all weigh exactly that—some “large” eggs weigh a little more, some a little less. Other sources will tell you that they weigh 50 grams and contain 70 calories, whereas McGee says they contain exactly 84 calories. Here’s the truth: if you were to crack ten large eggs into a bowl, you’d find that they’d come pretty darn close to 550 grams total, 380 grams of white and 170 grams of yolk. (And if you have to worry about the calorie issue, you need to start eating smarter.)


Moreover, what if you’re lucky enough to have a neighbor who raises hens and supplies you with really fresh eggs? They’re going to be all different sizes, unless your neighbor has a government inspector living in the backyard to do the sorting. Either weigh them or just use your common sense.


If you want to be completely accurate, you do need to weigh your eggs, and many professional kitchens and bakeries do this. But for most preparations, this is neither practical nor necessary. So the rule is the same for salt, butter, and eggs, those most fundamental ingredients: it doesn’t matter what kind you buy, what matters is that you always buy the same kind.


And pay attention.


For health and safety issues, see here.


ABOUT THE RECIPES IN THIS BOOK


LIKE ALL RECIPES, MINE ARE APPROXIMATIONS ONLY, AND SO REQUIRE THAT YOU PAY attention and adjust as you go. Food will behave differently in an arid Phoenix kitchen than it will in a humid North Carolina kitchen than it will in a mile-in-the-sky Denver kitchen. These recipes have all been tested, and they should work perfectly well no matter your location or equipment, especially since most are very simple anyway and allow for plenty of give.


As for the specifics, unless otherwise stated:




[image: image] All eggs are large.


[image: image] All flour is all-purpose unbleached.


[image: image] All salt is coarse kosher salt.


[image: image] All butter is salted; if you prefer unsalted butter, just pay attention to the flavor of the recipe you’re cooking.





For successful and satisfying cooking, you don’t need lots of equipment, but you do need good equipment. You need two good stainless-steel sauté pans (a big one and a little one), one big pot, and one medium saucepan. Occasionally a nonstick pan is useful, but usually it’s not. You need a wooden spoon with a flat edge. You need a large, heavy cutting board. Many people hamper themselves by trying to cut up their food on a board the size of a sheet of paper. Give yourself plenty of room.





NUTRITIONAL DIFFERENCES IN EGGS


There will always be squabbling over food issues, so before you latch on to that 2010 Time magazine article that says that organic eggs are no more healthy for you than factory-farmed eggs, or side with the opposite camp (many organic proponents denounced the article), know what the labels mean (see box on next page), and use your common sense. While there’s no definitive way to be sure of the nutritional content of every egg available to you, an independent study by researchers at Pennsylvania State University, published in the journal Renewable Agriculture and Food Systems, found that pastured hens produce more nutritious eggs than factory-farmed eggs. This makes good sense to me.


I will forever urge people to use their common sense first. In an ideal scenario you know the person who sells you the eggs and can ask about how the hens are raised and what they are fed. The Penn State study reported that pastured eggs have three times as much omega-3 fatty acids, twice as much vitamin E, and 40 percent more vitamin A in their yolks than factory-farmed eggs.


Some sources point out that eggs from pastured hens are also free of antibiotic residues and contain no arsenic, which is sometimes added to the feed of factory-farmed chickens to prevent infections and spur growth. Others claim there’s no difference.


Given that what goes into our animals affects what comes out, it stands to reason that chickens feeding in a well-tended pasture, or enclosed chickens fed a diet of organic grain, will produce healthy, nutritious eggs. So, if you don’t know the source of your eggs, pay attention to what the labels mean but don’t worry too much either way, as long as you eat a healthy diet yourself. Even the cheapest of eggs are still nutritious and delicious.


A great alternative to buying eggs is to raise your own chickens, as many people are doing now. The trend is so strong that Williams-Sonoma advertises backyard chicken coops in its catalogs. This is a good option if you like this kind of work. I have one friend who has an egg intolerance; eating them makes her very uncomfortable. But she loves eggs, so she began raising a variety of hen breeds and found that one, Barred Rocks, produces eggs that don’t make her ill.


Here are some online resources if you want to look into raising your own layers:


backyardchickens.com


beginningfarmers.org


hobbyfarms.com


mypetchicken.com





By far the biggest problem in home kitchens is the lack of a sharp knife. You need two of them, a big one and a little one. And they need to be sharp. A big knife block with forty-five knives of different sizes is useless if not one is sharp. Please, find a good knife sharpener in your area (preferably a wet-grind service, and not a hardware store that also does lawn mower blades) or buy a good sharpening stone (I swear by the DMT Diamond Whetstone sharpener). And learn how to use a sharpening steel to keep the edge.


After that it’s all a matter of practice. And as far as I’m concerned, there’s no better practice than that which results in a tasty, healthy meal for your family and your friends.


EGGS OF A DIFFERENT FEATHER


THIS BOOK IS DEVOTED SOLELY to chicken eggs, produced, packaged, and sold by the billions, a staple of kitchens worldwide, because laying chickens are the easiest and least expensive birds to raise in quantity for egg production. Were geese or ducks or turkeys on par with chickens, their eggs might be what we go to the store to pick up a dozen of. It just so happens that the hen’s egg seems to be the perfect size for our consumption; two make a meal, and one makes a portion when it’s part of a meal, whether topping a bibimbap or as an integral part of pasta dough.





WHAT THE EGG LABELS MEAN


While you’ll find a wide range of labels on egg cartons, the term “organic” seems to be the primary designation monitored and certified by the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA). Other labels placed on eggs and the way the hens are raised are not regulated by the USDA, although all commercial eggs have stamps noting when they were laid. Here are the definitions of other designations you may find in your grocery store’s egg section.




CAGE-FREE


Hens that are allowed to roost and socialize freely in a room or an open area can be called cage-free; this open area is typically in a barn or poultry house. Cage-free chicken farming is more labor intensive and land intensive for the farmer, which is why these eggs tend to cost more. Being cage-free is regulated, but the USDA’s definition is vague, giving more of an indication how the chicken was not raised (that is, confined to a cage).







FREE-RANGE


Eggs that are laid by hens that have access to the outdoors can be called free-range eggs. These hens have the same benefits as cage-free hens. However, “outdoors” designates only no roof, not necessarily the healthfulness of the environment in which they’re raised—it could be on grass, dirt, or a few square feet of concrete.







PASTURE-RAISED


This is another unregulated term, but it does imply that the hens spend time outside on grass and eat a diet partly, if not entirely, of bugs and plants. This is the type of egg you’re likely to find at a farmers’ market.







ORGANIC


The USDA classifies and certifies eggs as organic, but the regulations can differ by state. Organic eggs are raised according to USDA National Organic Program guidelines and are marketed as such on the carton. These hens are allowed free range of their houses, given outdoor access (though time outside is not regulated), and fed an organic diet (meaning that the feed is not treated with pesticides, antibiotics, herbicides, or fertilizers). If the hens do not have access to pasture area, then the growers must provide the chickens with sprouted grains or fresh plants on a daily basis. Organic-egg producers put a USDA emblem on the carton denoting that the eggs are certified organic.







OMEGA-3 EGGS


These eggs come from hens that were fed a diet of foods rich in omega-3 fatty acids, such as algae, fish oil, and flaxseeds. By adjusting the hen’s diet, the level of the omega-3s in the egg increases from 30 milligrams per egg to 100 to 600 milligrams per egg, according to some sources. The USDA does not certify this, but farms can be audited if they make such claims.







VEGETARIAN


This label denotes that no animal products have been used in the feed given to the hens.







NATURAL EGGS


This label does not indicate anything about how the chicken was raised; it simply means that no flavoring, brine, or color was added to the egg. The USDA does not regulate this designation.







NO HORMONES/NO ANTIBIOTICS


These terms indicate that the grower has not used any hormones (prohibited by law) or antibiotics on the chicken itself or included them in its feed. The USDA does not certify this, but farms making such claims can be audited and must be able to document their claims.







AMERICAN HUMANE CERTIFIED


This label designates that the American Humane Association has deemed that the farm where the hens lay is humane according to its standards. The hens are raised in cage-free barns or warehouses; they are allowed to roost and socialize freely indoors; no antibiotics or hormones are given to them; and their beaks are not cut.







ANIMAL WELFARE APPROVED


Mainly used by family farms that raise chickens, this term indicates that the eggs come from farms that have been approved by Animal Welfare Approved, a group that strives to identify farms that produce food under the highest standards of animal welfare and environmental consciousness. Eggs with this label come from hens that have access to pasture and shelter, are fed a vegetarian diet, have not been given antibiotics, and have not had their beaks cut.








If ostrich eggs were all that was available, we’d be buying the egg in a different form. Quail eggs are popular and produced on a large scale, but they’re so tiny as to be impractical for baking or making a custard—for anything, that is, that doesn’t require their specific size. When I was in culinary school, we were rewarded with a quail egg and caviar pizza with Champagne if we’d performed well, an idea borrowed from Jeremiah Tower; the little quail egg fit perfectly on a single slice. They are the perfect hors d’oeuvre size—Thomas Keller serves a poached quail egg as a single bite on a gorgeous spoon, sauced with butter and a colorful garnish. I offer a different take on the quail egg canapé (here); it’s decidedly showy but fun to prepare if you love to cook for guests.


Because we live near farms that raise ducks, we sometimes have access to duck eggs. If you do, too, please take advantage of them—they have big, rich yolks (see Poached Duck Egg on Duck Confit Hash, here).


The Whole Foods Market near us used to sell duck and ostrich eggs. Ostrich eggs are huge; if I had access to them, I’d probably scramble one, or make an omelet out of it. It would be a tricky size to fry or poach! But it will respond to heat and our palates pretty much the same way hens’ eggs do. In this country we don’t customarily raise turkeys to an egg-producing age unless they’re specifically raised for making more turkeys.


There are, of course, fish eggs, which can be great to eat, but they, along with reptile eggs (eaten in certain parts of the world), are beyond the scope of this book, which is devoted to the mighty and ubiquitous hen’s egg.
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The easiest way to cook an egg is to do so before removing it from its shell. It can be considered foolproof, as long as the eggs are roughly the same size and are cooked in water, which works the same no matter the kitchen or the equipment (though eggs may take a little longer at high altitudes). Some chefs recommend taking eggs out of the refrigerator an hour or two before cooking them to reduce the possibility of their cracking while cooking (puncturing the shell with a pin is said to do the same thing), but my own tests of this found little if any difference. Neither practice hurts the egg, but given that these acts have so little impact on the cooked egg, I don’t find it practical.


You can also bake an egg in its shell to hard-cook it (20 minutes at 350°F/180°C) for the same result, but ovens differ and the heat is not nearly as uniform and dense as water, so again, baking eggs in their shell is impractical.


Eggs can be cooked in the ash of a fireplace, and there are numerous ancient recipes for this, but the temperature is inconsistent and thus the cooking uneven, often resulting in eggs that are overcooked and nasty tasting, so I don’t recommend this except as a novelty method for the curious.


Interesting effects can be had by soaking peeled hard-cooked eggs in beet juice (pickled or not) or by lightly cracking the shells and immersing the eggs in tea to create a “shattered” pattern. Again, all well and good for those who like to play with food (indeed, something to be encouraged), but beyond my interests here, which are the practical matters of cooking eggs in their shell. Eggs can be cooked to varying degrees with a range of delicious, even dramatic results simply by using water in various ways.
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THE HARD-COOKED EGG


THE HARD-COOKED EGG IS AMONG THE simplest preparations of the egg. I love to eat them while they’re still warm. I also love to eat them cold, with salt and pepper and a bite of cheese. They make a good start to the day, a quick fix when there’s little time for lunch, and a satisfying canapé. I love deviled eggs, one of the great underused renditions of the egg (see here). And I love that old staple, egg salad. Finely chopped hard-cooked eggs make a fabulous garnish, sometimes called a mimosa (after the yellow flower). And they’re also a critical component of the classic vinaigrette known as sauce gribiche. Hard-cooked eggs are so versatile, so easy, they’re almost easy to overlook. But don’t. They’re too valuable.


HOW TO MAKE PERFECT HARD-COOKED EGGS




While it’s the simplest and most routine of preparations, hard-cooking an egg can still be done carelessly, overcooked so that the white is rubbery and the yolk gray-green and sulfurous, or undercooked so that the yolk is uneven. On the other hand, when you cook it correctly and slice it open to see the beautifully uniform pastel yellow against the glossy white, it’s something to delight in.


There is more than one way to hard-cook an egg, but the easiest and surest method is to use the uniform, dense, gentle heat of water, followed by water’s powerful capacity to extract heat (an ice bath)—indeed, the most important part of the preparation is rapid cooling once they’re done. The works-every-time method is this: put cold eggs in a pan in one layer, cover them with water by about 1 inch/2.5 centimeters, and put the pan over high heat. When the water comes to a full boil (at least 209°F/98°C), cover the pan, remove it from the heat, and let it sit for 15 minutes. Remove the eggs to an ice bath (half ice, half water) until they’re completely chilled, at least 10 minutes but preferably longer, giving the water a gentle stir every now and then to keep the cold circulating.


The result will be a uniformly yellow yolk, which indicates a perfectly cooked egg. If you overcook them or fail to chill them quickly and thoroughly, ferrous sulfide, with a gray-green color, the odor of sulfur, and an off flavor, can form on the surface of the yolk. If you undercook them, they may not look as pretty but they’re still delicious. Peel and use the eggs right away, or store them in their shells in a covered container in the refrigerator for up to 2 weeks.


HARD-COOKED EGGS USING A PRESSURE COOKER


I have a pressure cooker, but I rarely use it. I am, however, frequently on Twitter (@ruhlman), where in the winter of 2012, someone asked me about pressure-cooking eggs. I replied that I had no experience, but asked anyone reading the feed to respond. Laura Pazzaglia (@hippressurecook), an American living in Italy, did. She said that pressure-cooking eggs was a brilliant method. I checked her profile and learned that she writes a blog called hippressurecooking.com. I was so intrigued I asked her to write a guest post for my site on pressure-cooking eggs, and she did.


After reading Laura’s post and consulting other sources, I headed to the kitchen for my own highly scientific, exhaustive tests (two dozen eggs, a pressure cooker, and a stopwatch) to see for myself.


She’s absolutely right. It’s a fabulous way to cook eggs in the shell, primarily because it makes even the freshest eggs easy to peel. Fresh eggs have so little air in them that their shell and membrane tend to stick to the cooked egg white, forcing you to pull divots of white out of the egg as you peel it. A pressure cooker, however, creates a moisture barrier between the shell and the egg white so that the egg easily slips out of its shell. This is especially useful when you’re making a lot of eggs, or when it’s essential that the exterior of a hard-cooked egg remain pristine and smooth—that is, any time you won’t be chopping up the egg for egg salad or for an egg garnish.
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To hard-cook eggs using a pressure cooker, it’s best to steam them, so you’ll need a steamer basket or trivet to keep the eggs above the small amount of water in the pot.




1. Put the eggs in a steamer basket or on a trivet in the pot. Add 1 cup/240 milliliters water and lock the lid, turning the pressure setting to low. (Setting it to high usually results in violently cracked eggs.)


2. Put the pressure cooker over high heat. After the pressure button pops up, the steam will build and begin to whistle out of the valve. As soon as it reaches its maximum pitch, reduce the heat to medium-low and set your timer for 7 minutes.


3. Fill a large bowl with half ice and half water.


4. When 7 minutes have elapsed, remove the pot from the heat and allow it to cool to the point that the pressure button has fallen and you can open the pot. If after 5 minutes, the pressure button remains raised, run cold water over the pot until the pressure button drops.


5. Remove the eggs to the ice bath for at least 10 minutes, stirring the ice water a couple of times during the first minutes of cooling.


6. Peel and use the eggs right away, or store them in their shells in a covered container in the refrigerator for up to 2 weeks.





Times may vary by a minute depending on your cooker and your stove, so pay attention to initial results and adjust accordingly. For more on pressure-cooking eggs to different degrees of doneness, see here.



Egg Salad Three Ways



EGG SALAD IS ONE OF THE MOST ACCESSIBLE, easy, and delightful egg preparations, though the name confounds me. Why salad? Can’t we come up with a better name for chopped eggs bound with mayonnaise? You can put it on lettuce if you want—but be sure it’s crunchy lettuce, head lettuce or romaine, which serve as a serving vessel and garnish. Because egg salad is about the softest food you can make, it should always be paired with something crunchy: Toast. Crackers. Celery. Crisp bacon. Try making a lettuce wrap with the tarragon-chive version, or serve pappadams with the curried egg salad.


Egg salad rules of thumb:


[image: image] 2 eggs per serving


[image: image] 1 tablespoon mayonnaise per egg


[image: image] judicious flavoring (herbs, spices, onion, as you wish)


[image: image] crunch (croutons, celery)


I use a wooden bowl and a mezzaluna, a curved knife with a wooden handle, but a knife and cutting board work fine. If you want a smoother consistency, you can even use a food processor.


Egg salad is especially good when you make your own mayonnaise (Egg Salad with Homemade Lemon-Shallot Mayonnaise, here, is heaven to me). And when you make your own mayonnaise, you can infuse the oil with intense flavors, as in the Curried Egg Salad (here), which also includes the aromatic flavors of garlic and ginger. But it’s not essential, so wondrous are the fresh hard-cooked eggs themselves. And sometimes even I don’t want to bother with homemade mayo (I always have some Hellmann’s on hand for a fried-egg sandwich, here). In that case I make sure to load the eggs with plentiful, flavorful herbs, such as tarragon (my favorite herb with eggs) and the oniony chive.


I love an egg salad sandwich on toasted bread, but egg salad can also make an excellent—and elegant—canapé on crackers or small toasts, an hors d’oeuvre that can be made in advance. A tablespoonful on a water cracker garnished with a sprig of chervil or a small leaf of tarragon is a satisfying and economical bite to serve a lot of guests.




EGG SALAD


[image: image]


1. / A wooden bowl and a rounded knife called a mezzaluna are the perfect tools for quickly and neatly chopping hard-cooked eggs.


[image: image]


2. / The yolks fall apart easily, so you mainly have to go after the whites.


[image: image]


3. / Chop the eggs to your taste. I like larger chunks of white, but those pictured here could be chopped even further for more uniformity.


[image: image]


4. / Add the mayonnaise and the flavoring ingredients—here, chives, tarragon, and minced red onion.


[image: image]


5. / Continue to chop and mix the ingredients. If you haven’t already done so, give the eggs an aggressive dose of salt and several grinds of fresh pepper.


[image: image]


6. / Egg salad ready to serve, on toast as a sandwich, on toast points as a canapé, or simply as is.











Egg Salad with Tarragon and Chives



SERVES 4 FOR SANDWICHES OR 12 FOR CANAPÉS




Tarragon is my favorite herb, both powerful and gentle, assertive yet delicate. It pairs beautifully with eggs. I also love the oniony punch of chives with egg. I make this as a summer lunch, when the herb garden is lush.







3 tablespoons minced red onion


 Salt


8 hard-cooked eggs, peeled and coarsely chopped


 Freshly ground black pepper


½ cup/120 milliliters Hellmann’s mayonnaise (or, better yet, your own, here)


2 tablespoons chopped fresh tarragon


2 tablespoons minced fresh chives









Put the red onion in a small bowl and sprinkle liberally with salt, then cover with water for 5 to 10 minutes.







Put the eggs in a medium bowl. Give them a three- or four-finger dose of salt and a liberal application of freshly ground pepper. Add the mayonnaise. Strain the onion and add it, along with the herbs, and stir with a rubber spatula till all of the ingredients are uniformly combined.
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Egg Salad with Homemade Lemon-Shallot Mayonnaise



SERVES 4 FOR SANDWICHES OR 12 FOR CANAPÉS




This is a rich delight made with your own homemade mayonnaise. I use a hand blender to make the mayonnaise quickly, which requires less muscle, but a whisk and a bowl work just as well. If the mayonnaise becomes too thick, add a few drops of water to thin it out.







8 hard-cooked eggs, peeled and coarsely chopped


 Salt and freshly ground black pepper


2 celery ribs, cut into small dice


½ cup/120 milliliters Lemon-Shallot Mayonnaise (here)









Put the eggs in a medium bowl. Give them a three- or four-finger dose of salt and a liberal application of freshly ground pepper. Add the celery and the mayonnaise and stir with a rubber spatula until all of the ingredients are uniformly combined.

















Curried Egg Salad



SERVES 4 FOR SANDWICHES OR 12 FOR CANAPÉS




Yes, you’re allowed to put 2 teaspoons of raw curry powder into some store-bought mayonnaise and it will be fine, or even into your own mayonnaise, but what’s the fun of that? Especially when you can ratchet up the taste by a factor of ten by making your own curried oil with ginger and garlic. In either event, buy a fresh jar of curry powder if you can’t remember buying the one currently in your pantry. This mayonnaise can also be used to make excellent deviled eggs (here). I love to serve this in crunchy pappadams, pressed with a ladle into hot oil to give them a bowl shape.








FOR THE CURRIED MAYONNAISE:



¾ cup/180 milliliters vegetable oil


1 large garlic clove, minced


1 piece ginger (about ½ inch/1 centimeter long), peeled and finely grated


1 tablespoon good curry powder


½ teaspoon ground turmeric (optional)


 Pinch of cayenne pepper


2 teaspoons fresh lime juice, plus more to taste


1 teaspoon water


½ teaspoon salt


1 egg yolk







FOR THE EGG SALAD:


¼ cup/25 grams minced red onion


 Salt


8 hard-cooked eggs, peeled and coarsely chopped


2 celery ribs, cut into small dice









First, make the mayonnaise. Combine the oil, garlic, and ginger in a small sauté pan over high heat. When the garlic begins to simmer, reduce the heat to medium and continue cooking until the garlic is cooked (smell it; it should have lost its raw smell). Remove the pan from the heat and add the curry, turmeric (if using), and cayenne. Transfer the mixture to a glass measuring cup to cool.







While the oil is cooling, combine the lime juice, water, and salt in the vessel you’ll be mixing your mayonnaise in and allow the salt to dissolve. Stir in the egg yolk. When the oil is cool enough to touch, emulsify it into the water-yolk mixture as you wish (see making mayonnaise, here). Set the mayo aside. (It can be prepared and refrigerated in a covered container for up to 8 hours before mixing the salad.)







When you’re ready to make the egg salad, put the red onion in a small bowl and sprinkle liberally with salt, then cover with water for 5 to 10 minutes.







Put the eggs in a medium bowl. Give them a three- or four-finger dose of salt. Strain the onion and add it, along with the celery and ½ cup/120 milliliters of the curried mayonnaise, and stir with a rubber spatula until all of the ingredients are uniformly incorporated.
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Warm Hard-Cooked, Creamy-Yolk Egg with Ham and Cheddar



SERVES 1




When I was twenty, poor, and a solitary traveler in Amsterdam, I found myself lost and roomless in a seedy part of the city. I worked my way back to the tourist bureau near the train station, which directed me to a cheap B&B. It was dark by the time I found the right tram and the B&B, relieved just to be anywhere safe and dry. When I awoke in my tiny but clean, sun-lit room and went downstairs for break fast, they had warm, hard-cooked eggs and cheese out on the counter. The day was cool and crystal clear. I found the warm eggs an uncommonly comforting and satisfying break fast, especially with the rich, delicious cheese. My whole life I had eaten hard-cooked eggs chilly out of the fridge, and only on those rare occasions when we made them. So I associate warm, hard-cooked eggs and cheese with that long-ago trip, with unexpected safety and a crisp, bright day on friendly, foreign ground, where you discover something new about what had once seemed ordinary.


I like the yolk to be set in the center, but only just—dark yellow and creamy. Served with a hunk of cheese and a slice of good ham eaten by hand, it’s a break fast that lasts all day.







1 egg


1 demi-baguette, sliced in half lengthwise, then cut into the desired size for toast


 A gratuitous amount of butter


1 (2-ounce/55-gram) chunk farmhouse cheddar


1 (2-ounce/55-gram) slab country ham









Put the egg in a pot covered with a couple inches of water. Bring the water to a boil over high heat, remove from the heat, and cover for 7 to 9 minutes.







Meanwhile, toast your bread, then butter it (with all other ingredients being dry, don’t skimp!), and put it on a plate with the cheese and ham.







Remove the egg from the water and allow it to dry. Clip or peel the top of the egg as you wish. An eggcup and egg spoon are handy but not strictly necessary. Serve with the toast, cheese, and ham.
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THE SOFT-COOKED EGG


WHEN PREPARING EGGS IN THE SHELL, WE always want the white to be cooked, or at least somewhat opaque, but we don’t always want the yolks cooked through. So it’s good to have a handle on the range of egg donenesses available to you, from soft-cooked, in which the yolk is completely runny and the white just barely set; to what is called mollet, meaning that the white and part of the yolk are solid but the center of the yolk remains fluid; to just before fully hard-cooked, when the yolk is soft and creamy throughout but still slightly darker in the center than at the edge.


Eggs cooked so soft that the white remains somewhat runny should usually be eaten in the shell. An eggcup is the ideal serving piece, but you can also present a soft-cooked egg on a bed of kosher salt in a ramekin. Of course they’re most commonly eaten for breakfast, with toast. But they’re good anytime, and if for whatever reason you can’t eat solid food, they’re excellent, easy nutrition. In his lovely book Eggs, the Michelin-starred chef Michel Roux even suggests serving them as an elegant dessert, inviting guests to spoon caramel sauce into the liquid yolk at the table and dip batonets of brioche into the sweet yolky goodness.


Mollet eggs can be served as a garnish on, well, just about anything, but they’re especially good on salads and on warm or room-temperature vegetables.


You’ll notice differences in both flavor and texture from yolks cooked to varying nonliquid consistencies, so experiment until you find just the right combination.


To achieve across-the-board consistent results for the full range of egg donenesses, we again turn to the miracle tool, water, with its built-in thermometer and a density that makes it an enormously efficient heat giver.


Some cooks recommend starting with room-temperature eggs to reduce the chance of eggs cracking during the cooking, so feel free to remove your eggs from the fridge 1 to 2 hours before cooking them. I don’t bother with this. First, it’s not practical—I rarely remember to do it, or I don’t even know in advance that I’m going to cook eggs. Second, I don’t find that they cook any differently; whether the eggs started off cold or hot, my side-by-side trials were identical.


HOW TO MAKE PERFECT SOFT-COOKED EGGS


Put cold eggs in a pan in one layer, cover them with water by about 1 inch/2.5 centimeters, and put the pan over high heat. When the water reaches a full boil (at least 209°F/98°C), cover the pan, remove it from the heat, and follow the directions below for your preferred doneness.


For soft-cooked eggs: Remove the eggs from the water after 90 seconds if you want the whites to be loose, a true soft-cooked egg. For a soft-cooked egg in which the white is set but the yolk is molten, remove the egg after 3 minutes. Any time between 90 seconds and 3 minutes will yield a good soft-cooked egg. Cut the top off the eggshell and serve immediately.


For mollet eggs: Remove the eggs from the water after 5 to 7 minutes. At 5 minutes the yolk will be beginning to set, about ¼ inch/6 millimeters around the periphery, while the center remains molten. By 7 minutes, the center will be more solid than liquid but will be darker yellow and creamy. Either serve immediately or chill in an ice bath for 10 minutes and store in a covered container in the refrigerator for up to 2 days.


For fully cooked but creamy yolks: Remove the eggs from the water after 9 minutes. The white will be solid and the yolk will not be fluid, but rather dark and spreadable. Either serve immediately or chill in an ice bath for 10 minutes and store in a covered container in the refrigerator for up to 2 days.



SOFT-COOKED EGGS TO VARYING DONENESSES USING A PRESSURE COOKER



Pressure-cooking eggs is an ideal method if you want to serve soft-cooked eggs out of the shell, since it makes them so much easier to peel. As with pressure-cooking hard-cooked eggs (see here), you’ll need a steamer basket or trivet to keep the eggs above the water in the pot.




1. Put the eggs in a steamer basket or on a trivet in the pot. Add 1 cup/240 milliliters water and lock the lid, turning the pressure setting to low. (Setting it to high usually results in violently cracked eggs.)


2. Put the pressure cooker over high heat. After the pressure button pops up, the steam will build and begin to whistle out of the valve. As soon as it reaches its maximum pitch, reduce the heat to medium-low and start your timer according to the next step.


3. For very soft eggs, cook for 3 minutes. For set whites and liquid yolks, 4 minutes will do (this will allow you to peel the egg without breaking it if you want to serve a whole egg out of the shell with a liquid yolk, as with the artichoke preparation here). For medium-cooked eggs, cook for 5 minutes.


4. After the appropriate time, put the pot under cold running water until the pressure button falls (a few seconds). Release any remaining steam, open the pot, and serve the eggs or chill them in an ice bath (half ice, half water) for 10 minutes, depending on how you intend to serve the eggs. Soft-cooked eggs can be stored in a covered container in the refrigerator for up to 2 days.











Soft-Cooked Eggs on Artichoke Hearts with Creamy Lemon-Shallot Vinaigrette



SERVES 4




This dish pairs a classic thick lemon vinaigrette with artichoke, egg, and, for crunch and color, panko bread crumbs fried in butter. It is definitely in the Impress Your Date category of dishes and 80 percent guaranteed to work. Regardless, it’s delicious and fun to eat, and each of the four components can be prepared well before serving (the mayonnaise should be made within hours of serving, but the artichoke and eggs can be cooked 2 days in advance if you wish). I also like mollet eggs with this, but it’s always impressive to have some yolk spill out when you cut into it, so they can be anywhere between soft and mollet. Serve some good toasted bread or extra-crispy fries with this. I serve this dish slightly warm, but it can be served cold or at room temperature, as you wish.







4 whole artichokes


1 large onion, thinly sliced


 Salt


4 eggs


1 to 2 tablespoons fresh lemon juice


1 cup/240 milliliters Lemon-Shallot Mayonnaise (here)


 Pinch of cayenne pepper


¼ cup/10 grams minced fresh chives


¼ cup/20 grams panko, browned in 2 tablespoons butter (optional)









There are many ways to cook an artichoke, and any of them will work here. This way is the easiest and can be done a day or two ahead: Using a serrated knife, saw off the top half of each artichoke (this will make the leaves easier to remove after cooking) and cut the stem from the bottom so that it has a flat base. Stand the artichokes in a pot, scatter the sliced onion among them, and add enough water so that it comes halfway up the artichokes. Bring the water to a simmer over high heat, then reduce the heat to medium-low, cover the pot, and simmer until the artichokes are tender, 45 minutes to 1 hour. Transfer the artichokes to a plate to cool. When you can handle the artichokes comfortably, remove and discard the leaves and choke. Reserve the hearts and keep warm, or wrap and refrigerate them for up to 2 days.







Soft-cook the eggs to your desired doneness; pressure-cooking for 4 minutes is recommended for easy peeling, but the standard boil-and-cover, for a total cover time of 3 minutes, is fine, too. If you’re not continuing with the recipe right away, chill the eggs in an ice bath for 10 minutes, then store in a covered container in the refrigerator for up to 2 days.







While the eggs are cooking, prepare the plates. Stir 1 tablespoon of the lemon juice into the mayonnaise and taste. It should be vinaigrette-strength to pair with the egg; add another tablespoon if you wish. Spoon 1 tablespoon mayonnaise into the center of each plate. Place an artichoke heart on top of the mayo (warm them in the microwave for 30 seconds if they were refrigerated). Spoon 2 tablespoons mayonnaise into the cup of the heart.







When the eggs are done, carefully peel them and place one on each artichoke. (If you’ve made the eggs ahead of time, first warm them in gently simmering water for 60 to 90 seconds.) Garnish with the cayenne, chives, and, if desired, the crunchy panko.












VARIATION: In the 1990s Cleveland chef Parker Bosley, one of the people who, in his own way, encouraged me to educate myself about food and cooking so I didn’t continue to toil in ignorance, served a soft-cooked egg on spinach. It was the first time I’d had the surprise of cutting into what looked like a hard-cooked egg only to get the rush of bright yellow yolk spilling out onto the dark green spinach. Any kind of egg, from hard-cooked to poached, is great on spinach, but I loved the surprise of this preparation. When I next went to Parker’s, I went back to the kitchen to ask the chef de cuisine, who did the actual cooking and peeling, how he peeled the soft-cooked eggs, as mine kept breaking when I tried it at home. He shook his head wearily and said, “No secret, man, it’s a real pain,” with a gravitas that I knew implied, and I can’t wait till that damn dish is off the menu.
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