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To Michael Palmer, the finest thriller writer ever, and an even better friend, mentor, and fan of my food. You are truly missed.
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Part One




Introduction to Vinegar


The discovery of vinegar is an early example of true visionary genius. Thousands of years ago someone’s wine went bad and it sat around for weeks, maybe months. Upon tasting it, they found it to be incredibly harsh with a deep acid bite. That’s when they decided that this would be the magical addition to improve the taste of food all around the world.


Vinegar can make simple foods sparkle. It can make a good dish great. And it can make a great dish memorable. It’s a lot to ask of one ingredient, but it does its job well. That’s because vinegar is easily the most contradictory food ever created. It’s both mysterious and common. It’s easy to make, yet almost everyone rushes out to buy it. We don’t like to eat foods that are tart and acidic, but we use vinegar in everyday foods such as salads, savory dishes, and even desserts. We combine vinegar with other ingredients all the time. Yet how often do you taste a spoonful of vinegar?


Using vinegar can make you a better, more interesting, and more confident cook by providing a balance that’s often lacking in food. When vinegar is combined with something mild, sweet, or spicy, its benefits jump out. Think of vinegar as a member of a sports team. If you don’t field all of the players, you can’t win the game.


In all of my years teaching cooking lessons, when I include recipes that use vinegar, I usually get asked the same questions. Is there a difference between vinegars? How long does vinegar last? Is it necessary to have nine vinegars in the pantry? And my favorite: are all balsamic vinegars the same? As you’ll see from this book, the answers are yes, a very long time, no, and definitely no.
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What Is Vinegar?


The word vinegar, translated from the French, means “sour wine.” Quite simply, vinegar is something containing sugar that has been fermented into a drinkable alcohol, in this case, ethanol. This continues to ferment and become vinegar. If you’re someone who loves wine, then it’s gone bad. If you’re someone who loves vinegar, then something good has happened!


Usually, the source of the ethanol for vinegar is wine. But it doesn’t have to be. It can be apple cider that has turned into hard cider. Or beer. This is just the first step. In its most basic form, vinegar is ethanol that has continued the fermentation process. At this point, good bacteria starts to have its effect, combined with air. The result is the forming of acetic acid, which is the main component of vinegar. This is what gives vinegar its tart, biting taste. The liquid that becomes vinegar has an acid level that’s between 4 and 7 percent of its volume.


That’s the short version. The longer one is almost as simple: You make ethanol, and then you convert it into acetic acid. The first step is to take any food item that contains natural sugars. With some added yeast, the sugars will then ferment into alcohol. The second step involves adding oxygen, found in air, combined with a vinegar mother. A mother is like the starter for yogurt or sourdough bread. It’s made from starch, from the sugar family, plus a healthy bacteria, which then combines with the liquid that you want to turn into vinegar.


With the mother as the foundation for the vinegar, all you have to do is add the liquid of the flavor that you want, and you’ll have that vinegar within a few weeks. If you add beer, you’ll have malt vinegar. If you add red wine, you’ll have red wine vinegar. Adding hard cider, made from apples, will give you cider vinegar. The common ingredient in these is that they all have the alcohol/ethanol, which feeds the healthy bacteria in the mother to make vinegar.


Vinegar can be also created just with the ethanol and oxygen. That is, pour a bottle of wine into a larger, wide-mouth jar and let it sit. But this can take months to create and may not even result in vinegar. A number of things along the way, such as temperature fluctuations, bacteria, and dust in the air, can derail and ruin a motherless vinegar. But if you use a mother, with its good bacteria, your vinegar will turn out well, and faster.


In some cases, ethanol can be converted into vinegar in less than three weeks. While it’s true that three weeks in this Internet age of instant gratification seems like forever, you don’t have to do anything to it while it’s fermenting. Just go about your life and come back after a few weeks to see how it’s going.





The Essential Kitchen Vinegars


If you’ve done any cooking, then you’ll have some vinegar in your kitchen. It might be one bottle. Or three. Or maybe fourteen. And if you’re new to cooking, you might be wondering why anyone would buy, or need, all of that vinegar. As a starting point, I think most home cooks can prepare most foods with three vinegars. But to make life easier, I’d suggest five, all of which are commonly available in most supermarkets with choices ranging from generic and supermarket brands to national and international brands.




	Apple cider vinegar


	Balsamic vinegar


	Red wine vinegar


	Rice vinegar


	Distilled white vinegar







Apple Cider Vinegar


When it comes to cooking, cider vinegar is the most versatile vinegar. You can use it in vinaigrettes and pickling, two of the most popular uses of vinegar. Cider vinegar comes from crushed apples. If you’re making it yourself, it’s best made with hard cider. This is also the vinegar that is most commonly available in markets as both organic and nonorganic. The organic option offers the mostly anecdotal evidence of being good for digestion. And many people believe that a daily tablespoon of organic cider vinegar, usually diluted with water and honey, will help with weight loss. The question of whether it really works is debatable, but if you are going to drink vinegar the important thing is to dilute it. This is true with all vinegars. If you don’t dilute it, you can get a painful burn in your throat.




Balsamic Vinegar


One way to gauge the popularity of balsamic vinegar is to see how much more space it occupies on supermarket shelves. My own nonscientific surveys have found that supermarkets carry more varieties and brands of balsamic than any other type of vinegar.


Balsamic vinegar has a balanced flavor, as it’s both naturally sweet and acidic. Its complex flavor improves over time while it’s aging in wooden barrels. Its time in the barrels can range from a year to decades. The longer the balsamic is aged, the smoother, richer, and more mellow the flavor. Keep in mind that balsamic vinegar only improves in flavor and texture as it gets older when it’s aging in the barrel, not as it sits in the bottle on your shelf.


Balsamic vinegar is not made from wine; it’s made from wine must, which is what the grapes are called after they’re pressed, but before they’re set aside to start their long process to become wine. The wine must is filtered and the remaining liquid is reduced by 30 to 70 percent. This is what helps give balsamic vinegar its darker color and sweetness. Most balsamic vinegars that you will see on the shelf have the words “of Modena” on the label. This certifies that the vinegar is from Modena, Italy, home of all things truly balsamic. It also certifies that it was made by the process with the wooden barrels and grape must.


A result of this aging process means that there is a huge range of quality when it comes to balsamic vinegar. A balsamic aged for decades, while being transferred to a variety of barrels made from different types of wood, results in a vinegar that is more than just something to be used in cooking or a salad. It becomes much thicker than regular vinegar, a sauce all by itself, terrific drizzled over cheese or fruit, or as a dipping sauce. And it can be yours for $200 for a little more than three ounces!


This is very different from the quart-sized bottle of balsamic vinegar of Modena that you can buy for a few dollars. The only things they have in common are their ingredients, early steps for becoming vinegar, and their name. The lower-priced vinegars are what would be used for everyday cooking. Younger, cheaper balsamics will likely have “caramel color” in the ingredients because they haven’t been aged long enough to develop their own color and intense flavor. But it’s not as though you only have two choices between very low- and high-priced balsamic vinegars. The prices and quality gradually go up from the low end.






White Balsamic Vinegar


The process to make white balsamic vinegar is different from the regular balsamic. It’s only aged for a year, which stops the sugars from caramelizing and giving the vinegar its familiar brown color. The flavor is very similar to the regular balsamic vinegar, but not the one that’s aged for decades. The main benefit of white balsamic vinegar is in making light-colored sauces and dressings. It’s not crucial to have white balsamic vinegar unless its color is important to you.







Red Wine Vinegar


Red wine vinegar is surprisingly versatile. Due to a slightly lower level of acid, the flavor of the wine stands out a bit more than the flavor of other vinegars. As my eighth grade math teacher used to say, you get out of it what you put into it. So, if a better red wine goes into making your vinegar, then you’ll taste that directly in your foods. This is because red wine vinegar is often splashed onto foods just before serving. This could be something as simple as using it with olive oil and herbs on a salad, or even in tuna before it ends up in a sandwich. Its advantage for many people is that it lacks the sweetness of balsamic vinegar. This gives a cleaner taste and finish to many foods.


This especially comes in handy if you’re making infused vinegar. Its smooth, less-acidic taste won’t overpower delicate herbs and fruit. And its color is more appealing than any of the other vinegars. It’s this versatility and flavor that make it so popular.




Rice Vinegar


Rice vinegar is used mostly in Asian cooking. It has a mild flavor that is generally less acidic and a bit sweeter than Western vinegars. It comes in many varieties and colors, including clear, red, and black; if you wanted, you could fill your cabinet with just a variety of rice vinegars.


There’s often confusion about rice vinegar and rice wine vinegar. The main questions are whether they’re interchangeable, and what is the difference. Generally, they have very similar tastes and you can substitute one for the other. But their differences are subtle, yet significant. Rice vinegar is made with fermented rice. Rice wine vinegar is made with rice wine, which is made from fermented rice. The result is that the flavors of the two are similar, which makes them interchangeable in most recipes.






Sushi Vinegar


Neither rice vinegar nor rice wine vinegar should be confused with sushi vinegar, which is a rice vinegar with added sugar and salt. These additions flavor the rice, which is used as the foundation of sushi. The flavor of the rice would be bland if you were to use something other than sushi vinegar.
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