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INTRODUCTION


For close to four decades I have traveled from coast to coast, teaching and giving demonstrations on classic French cooking for Americans. Although many books have been written on the subject, I have come to realize that just as classical music can be transformed by the individual style and interpretation of the performing artist, so can recipes be “played” differently and thus made to reflect the personality and sensibilities of the individual cook.


The recipes in this book are my interpretations and updates of French classics, based on my years of teaching. No recipe has been put into this book without my first asking: Is it really delicious? Does it deserve to be re-created? If the answer is yes, I then ask: Is it too rich? Too sweet? Too heavy? Too costly? Does it take too long to prepare? If the answer is yes again, which often is the case, I then go about changing it.


“My goal is to provide clear, easy instructions, free of some of the restraints of the classic French kitchen.”


The most rewarding part of updating classic recipes is making them more compatible with today’s health and calorie concerns. The results are the meals I’ve enjoyed day after day with my family and friends, both informally and on the most festive occasions. Over the years I have found that the amounts of salt, sugar, butter, egg yolks, and cream called for in most classic French recipes far exceed the dishes’ needs. I have, therefore, reduced such ingredients without altering the essential nature of the dishes. Salt, for example, is traditionally called for in all pastry recipes to enhance flavor; I find, however, that if sugar is present, salt is dispensable, and I have adjusted such recipes accordingly.


Most of the techniques used in preparing French classics are handed down from one generation of French chefs to the next by means of a strict apprentice system. Under this system you do as you’re told and never ask why. In doing so you learn the “one right way.” This system of learning may be one of the reasons that French cooking has remained distinctive through the ages and that many of the original techniques are still in use today.


Although I was taught by chefs who trained under this system, I have learned through my own teaching that there is always more than one way to achieve a desired result.


In updating French recipes, my goal is to provide clear, easy instructions, free of some of the restraints of the classic French kitchen and more appropriate to the time constraints of today’s busy home cook. Where a step is not imperative, I have eliminated it. If a shortcut works, I have used it. When something can be done in advance, I do it.


It has also been a concern of mine that Americans are intimidated not only by the lengthy, detailed preparation they feel to be inherent in French cooking, but by the ingredients as well. Since my desire is for the American cook to feel comfortable and at home with the French classics, I have used ingredients in this book that for the most part can readily be found at local supermarkets. Items that may not always be available I have made optional or have given other, more accessible ingredients as substitutes.


Above all, my primary objective has been foolproof recipes that remain unmistakably French even though their proportions and preparation may have changed. It is my hope that this book will bring understanding and enjoyment of fine French cooking to all who read it, and give pleasure to all who feast from it.


Since 1990 this book has served as an inspirational text for the Careers Through Culinary Arts Program (C-CAP). I began this program in the public high schools of New York City in an effort to upgrade Home Economics to the culinary arts and to offer students opportunities for jobs in the food service industry. C-CAP is now a not-for-profit organization, growing nationally and increasingly having a positive effect on a large number of high school students. The development and growth of C-CAP has been extremely gratifying for me. Pressure Cooker, a documentary film (2009) produced and co-directed by my daughter Jennifer Grausman and Mark Becker, gives you a look into one of the high school classrooms where C-CAP is helping to effect change in the lives of the culinary arts students.





COMING TO TERMS


One of the most important things I try to give my readers, and that I hope my recipes succeed in doing, is the knowledge, and therefore the confidence, to be creative. If you understand what it is that you want to accomplish, you most likely will find several ways of doing it. The techniques used in this book are those that work best for me. You may already know techniques that are more efficient for you than mine. Give my methods a try, but if you find that some of yours work better, continue to use them.


I also believe that there should be considerable flexibility in cooking, with your own palate and senses being the ultimate guides in seasoning a dish or in determining whether or not it is properly cooked. I do encourage you to follow my recipes exactly the first time you try them. Once you have tasted my finished dish, you may agree that it is delicious and no changes are needed. On the other hand if you do want to change it, you will have a frame of reference in which to work. What follows is some information that should help you understand how I cook and why the recipes are written as they are.


THE INGREDIENTS


As mentioned earlier, these recipes were developed using ingredients largely available in supermarkets. If I have called for an exotic ingredient, it is either presented as optional or given a substitute.


Unless otherwise specified, all fruits and vegetables are medium size.


APPLES


In France I often use an apple called the Reinette du Canada, which has a firm flesh that is not too juicy, holds its shape when cooked, and can be browned like potatoes when sautéed. If you can find Russet apples (which are similar), you should try cooking with them, but in all the recipes in this book the widely available Golden Delicious has been used. In the past few years the growth of farmers’ markets has been a boon for everyone. The variety of available fruits and vegetables has grown. New varieties of apples—and sometimes the reappearance of heirlooms—always add to my enjoyment of shopping in the fall. Ask the farmer for a taste of any unfamiliar variety. The flavor of one might be better for your tart or applesauce and another for eating out of hand.


BACON


I use slab, or unsliced, bacon in my recipes, preferably the smoked variety. Although smoked slab bacon is sometimes hard to find, most butchers will order it for you. When not available, use thick-sliced smoked bacon to achieve similar flavor results.


BUTTER


Although I use unsalted butter in almost all of my cooking, I realize that many people use only salted butter. If you normally use salted butter, continue to do so. But because my recipes were created with unsalted butter, you will want to reduce the amount of salt you add to avoid oversalting. I also encourage you to use unsalted butter when making desserts that have a high proportion of butter, like cookies. I strongly believe that we use too much salt in our desserts, and part of that can be corrected by not using salted butter.


CARROTS


While carrots with the tops on are the freshest, and the bagged variety are the most common, I find that the large, loose ones are often the best. In addition to finding them tastier, I also like that I have fewer to peel. However, the carrots called for in the recipes are the average-size plastic bag variety.


CHEESE


The cheese most commonly used in French cooking is Gruyère, but any Swiss-style cheese is fine. Try any of the following: Gruyère, Emmentaler (called Emmental in France), Comté, Beaufort, or other cheeses sold in supermarket delis as “Swiss.”


EGGS


All eggs used in this book, unless specifically mentioned, are USDA Grade A Large, weighing 60 to 65 grams or approximately 2 ounces each.


FLOUR


I use unbleached all-purpose flour because it has a better flavor than the bleached, but if you have bleached flour, use it.


HERBS


Fresh herbs will almost always be more satisfying than dried. However, dried herbs are often more readily available. If a fresh herb is specifically called for in a recipe, it is usually because the herb is added at the end of the preparation, not cooked with it; and dried herbs should not be substituted, for they will not impart the fresh taste and color desired.


Although many cookbooks tell you to substitute 1 teaspoon of a dried herb for 1 tablespoon of fresh, there is no easy formula for this, because the strength of an herb varies from plant to plant, season to season, and variety to variety. As a general rule, start by using whichever you have—fresh or dried—in the amount given in the recipe. If you’re concerned that you may be adding too much dried, start with a smaller amount. You can always add more.


When buying dried herbs, try to get them in as whole a form as possible. For example, use thyme that is in leaf form, not powdered. A ground herb has a much greater chance of being flavorless when you buy it and will certainly lose its flavor quickly.


MILK


I used whole milk when creating the recipes. However, because of my wife’s preference for skim milk, I have been cooking “light” for more than 15 years. Feel free to use whatever milk is on hand.


Many classic French recipes call for milk to be scalded. This practice dates back to the days before pasteurization and was important for health reasons. Today, if I heat milk in a recipe, it is to shorten the overall cooking time.


MUSHROOMS


For general cooking, the mushrooms I use are small white mushrooms—often called button mushrooms because of their size, that of a suit button. They are always left whole in recipes. Some supermarkets package button mushrooms, but many don’t. When button mushrooms are not available, larger white mushrooms can be cut in half or quartered to approximate their size. There are a number of other mushrooms now easily found in supermarkets: portobellos, cremini (which are small portobellos), and shiitake. These all have more flavor than white mushrooms and though they are not found in traditional French food, don’t let that stop you from trying them.


OIL


I use olive oil or such vegetable oils as soy, sunflower, peanut, and safflower. Many blended oils also work well. Find one that has a good, delicate taste. Generally speaking, and for most recipes, I use a light olive oil as opposed to the heavier, fruitier extra-virgin oils. However, in recipes originating in the south of France (Provence), or in dishes containing olives, a strong, fruity extravirgin oil is desirable.


ONIONS


Our normal yellow cooking onion is similar to the strong yellow variety commonly used in France and is the one I have used for general cooking in this book. For those recipes that call for pearl onions, if you can’t get them, you can substitute small white onions. If they are too large, simply peel off one or two layers.


SALT


Although salt was, and in some cases still is, used as a preservative, it is mainly used as a taste enhancer. I tend to use it sparingly, and you may wish to increase the quantities I specify. You will note that in most recipes, especially where a sauce is used, you will be instructed to taste and adjust the seasoning, if necessary. A French chef will usually taste a dish just before serving it, and if he does not detect any salt, he will add a little. The constant use of salt numbs our taste buds, and over a period of years you may find yourself increasing the amount of salt used. I have often eaten in restaurants where I found the food too salty. More often than not, the chef had been cooking for many years.


I became aware of the effect that salt has on taste buds while teaching. When I started teaching, a good 30 percent of the people attending my classes found the food I prepared too salty, while about 10 percent thought it needed more salt. Over a three-year period, I found this remained constant no matter where I taught. Shortly after the birth of our first daughter, however, I was shocked to find that 90 percent of my classes suggested that I should use more salt. On reflection, I quickly realized what had happened during the six months I’d stopped teaching. For the last three months of my wife’s pregnancy and the first three months of my child’s life, the doctor had placed my wife on a low-salt diet, and since I was doing most of the cooking, I, too, was on the same diet. This was enough time to rejuvenate my taste buds, and so when I started teaching again, the food I cooked, which tasted fine to me, was undersalted for my students.


Because of the prevalence of heavily salted packaged and prepared foods in this country, I find that many young people today use too much salt when they cook—in both savory and sweet preparations. So if you grew up eating packaged chocolate chip cookies that have salt in the dough, salt in the butter, and salt in the chocolate chips, you will probably find my recipes light on salt. Feel free to adjust the seasoning, but keep in mind the numbing effect that salt has on your taste buds and please stay away from salting fruit desserts, caramels, and ice cream.


SUGAR


Sugar, like salt, can be a very personal taste. What is too sweet for one is not sweet enough for another. I find many classic French desserts too sweet, and have adapted them over the years, removing sugar to suit my taste. In most cases sugar can be added or subtracted, but in some recipes the addition or removal of too much will alter the final product. Sugar, for example, is what gives a cookie its crunch. If the amount is cut down too much, the cookie’s texture will be too cakelike.


Once you have made a recipe, feel free to adjust the sugar, a teaspoon or two at a time, until it is perfect for you.


THICKENING AGENTS


In my recipes I usually give a choice of thickeners: arrowroot, potato starch, or cornstarch. I realize that cornstarch is the one most available in the American home, and in fact the one used in certain pastry preparations in France. But for cooking, and especially sauce making, I, along with most French chefs, prefer the use of arrowroot or potato starch. Both produce sauces that are brighter and of better consistency than those made with cornstarch. Arrowroot is found in the spice section of the supermarket, and potato starch is normally found in the kosher or foreign specialty section.


TRUFFLES


French black truffles are most definitely not a supermarket item, and I have therefore made their use optional. Truffles are fungi that grow underground and are prized for their unique flavor. They can range in size from ½ inch in diameter to as large as 2 to 3 inches, and in their fresh form are usually found only in a few high-end specialty stores and expensive restaurants. I call for medium-size truffles, which measure about ¾ inch in diameter, packed in cans or jars.


VINEGAR


When vinegar is called for in a French kitchen, plain white distilled vinegar is used. For salad dressings, wine vinegars are used. The quality of commercial wine vinegars varies widely, and I find in general that white wine vinegars are milder than red ones. I also use balsamic a lot (even though it is Italian) and, from time to time, sherry vinegar and a number of fruit vinegars. One of my favorite vinegars is a homemade tarragon vinegar (using tarragon from my herb garden). I stuff a clean plastic quart container with the leaves and branches cut from the plants and then fill the container with white distilled vinegar. Within a couple of days the vinegar takes on the color and flavor of the tarragon. It always makes a welcome gift when I am invited to a friend’s home for dinner.


WINES FOR COOKING


The popularity of wines in the United States has grown dramatically, and you can now find good, reasonably priced wines from countries all around the world. When a white wine is called for, I use light, dry inexpensive white wines from France, California, Spain, Italy, South Africa, Chile, New Zealand, or Australia. Look for a light, delicate, and dry wine that is not too acidic and similar in quality to a Mâcon Blanc. A few dishes are made with red wine. In these cases, I use a full-bodied red, such as Mâcon Rouge or Côtes-du-Rhône.


INGREDIENT PREPARATION


I assume that all vegetables and fruits are washed and trimmed. I emphasize washing only when the vegetable requires extra attention, as for leeks (see “Washing Leeks,” page 186) or when my method is perhaps unexpected (see “Washing Mushrooms,” page 189).


I assume that all vegetables that are ordinarily peeled you will peel, and I only indicate it when it’s important (see “Peeling and Seeding Tomatoes,” page 194).


In cutting up ingredients, I use the following terms:


FINELY CHOPPED


I use this term when I want something to be minced, but not so finely minced that it verges on a purée, as can sometimes happen if you use a food processor.


CHOPPED


Cut into pieces about ⅛ to ¼ inch.


DICED


Small square pieces, usually between ¼ and ½ inch. When food is diced finer than ¼ inch it is called a brunoise.


JULIENNE


Julienned ingredients are cut into thin strips about 2 inches long. They can be as fine as a hair or as thick as matchsticks and are often used as garnish.


SLICED ON THE DIAGONAL


Mostly used with carrots for greater surface area, better browning, and appearance.


ADJUSTING SEASONING


A good chef will always taste soups and sauces after making them to determine if additional seasoning is necessary. For this reason, I will remind you to taste and adjust seasoning. Many students have asked, “How do I know what to adjust?” Although the knowledge usually comes with experience, here are a few hints for the beginner.


Adjusting the seasoning usually refers to salt and pepper. If you like the way the sauce tastes as it is, then nothing needs to be added. If you think it is missing something, look at the ingredients in the recipe and see if you might need to add a small amount of one of them. For example, the sauce may have called for a small amount of vinegar, lemon juice, port, Madeira, or Cognac. Perhaps a drop or two more is all that is needed to make the sauce perfect. Sometimes a specific herb is used to accent a sauce; if its flavor is not discernible on tasting, an additional pinch is probably necessary.


Everyone has a different sense of taste, so what seems like a perfect blend of flavors to one person may be bland to someone else. All these recipes have been tested for seasoning and I hope you will like them as they are, but please feel free to adjust any seasoning according to your own taste.


MEASUREMENTS


Instead of giving precise cup measurements for many cooking ingredients—such as ½ cup chopped onion or 1 cup diced carrots—I list them as “1 onion, chopped” and “2 carrots, diced.” There are two reasons for doing this. One is so that you can more easily visualize the recipe while shopping. Carrots and onions are found whole in the markets, not diced and measured in cups. The second, and perhaps more important, reason is that there should be flexibility in cooking, and no need for many ingredients to be measured precisely. It makes little difference to the end results if one reader uses a medium-small onion while another uses a medium-large one.


The pastry recipes, on the other hand, are more precise than most American recipes, and a quick reading of “The Metric System in Cooking and Pastry Making” (see page 360) will give you an understanding of some of the inaccuracies possible in measuring solids and the importance for accurate measurement in pastry recipes.


Although I encourage the use of a gram/ounce scale for pastry making, following my precise cup measurements should give you the same results time after time. When I measure dry ingredients such as flour and sugar, I use the dip-and-level method: If, for example, a recipe calls for ⅔ cup flour, I dip the cup marked “⅓” (since the average measuring cup set comes only with ¼-, ⅓-, ½-, and 1-cup measures) into the flour and scoop up more than the cup can hold. With the back of a knife I level it off, and then repeat the process to make ⅔ cup. If you usually spoon the flour into your cup before leveling, you will be using less flour than I do.


An observation about measuring spoons: For some reason most inexpensive sets no longer come with the ⅛ teaspoon size. It is my belief that this has caused some recipe writers to use ¼ teaspoon as their smallest measurement. This may be the reason I often find recipes too salty or too heavy on cinnamon or other strong spices. I also have found that many writers no longer use the smaller measurement of a “pinch” (the amount of a substance that you can pick up with your thumb and forefinger). In France, a point, the amount of ground spice or pepper that you can lift on the point of a paring knife that is held sideways and dipped and lifted from the spice container, is often used instead of a pinch.


OVEN TEMPERATURE


Oven temperature is very important, especially for baking. The oven temperatures in this book have been checked using a Taylor mercury thermometer. If your recipe takes more or less time than I have indicated it should, the calibration of your oven is probably incorrect. I have known ovens that have been off by 50 to 75 degrees. When I bake, I always use a thermometer to ensure an accurate temperature.


PLACEMENT IN THE OVEN


Understanding how your oven works and where its “hot spots” are will allow you to use it more efficiently. The heat in most American ovens comes from the bottom and reflects off the top, making those two areas the hottest. Most ovens vent from either the front or back, causing one area to be slightly cooler than the other. When placing something in the oven, think of how you want it to cook. For even cooking and browning, the center is the optimal location. To prevent the browning of a baked custard or rice pudding, place it on the bottom rack of the oven. Most tarts should be baked on the bottom rack to ensure a dry crust, and moved to the top if their surface needs browning. Bake only one sheet of pastry or cookies at a time, or else the bottom of one sheet and the top of the other will be unevenly baked.


CONVECTION OVENS


Theoretically convection ovens have no hot spots since they use fans to circulate the heat. This allows you to bake as many trays of pastry as the oven will hold without the uneven results of a conventional oven. Because of the circulating heat, a convection oven cooks and bakes faster than a conventional oven. I often will bake and roast at a temperature 50 degrees lower than what my recipes call for and will check on them several times during the cooking period. If you are not sure, use your oven without the convection option to see the end results using the time and temperatures in the recipe. The next time you make the recipe try the convection and note the time and temperature adjustments necessary to achieve the same results.


MICROWAVE OVENS


A tool I rarely use for cooking since I find the results less satisfying than the more conventional methods. I do use a microwave for making Chocolate Sauce (see page 344) and reheating or defrosting from time to time.


TESTS FOR DONENESS


“Cook until tender” or “cook until done” are terms often used in recipes that confuse many amateur cooks. “What is tender?” “How do you test for it?” and “What is meant by ‘done’?” are questions often asked by students.


VEGETABLES


Vegetables are tender when the point of a knife penetrates them without resistance. This technique yields tender, not crunchy, vegetables. In most cases you should support the vegetable with a fork or spoon while inserting your knife. Potatoes tested this way will cling to the blade until fully cooked, at which point they will slide off.


For those who prefer undercooked, crunchy vegetables, biting into one is the best way to check for doneness. Lift a string bean or broccoli stem from the pot, run it under cold water, and taste it. The difference between perfectly cooked and overcooked vegetables may be just a matter of seconds, so pay close attention while cooking them.


Whatever your preference, test for doneness and don’t rely solely on the times shown in recipes. Both altitude and freshness can affect timing considerably.


MEAT


The single prong of a roasting fork or skewer is often used for testing the doneness of meat. Tough or raw meat will resist or cling to the prong, but when the meat is tender the prong will easily penetrate and the meat will no longer cling to it. This is precisely the way to test meat in a stew (ragoût). Chicken, veal, and pork are pierced to release their inner juices for testing. Clear juices indicate that the meat is done; if the juices run pink, additional cooking is necessary.


Red meat to be served rare or medium-rare is pressed with a finger, not pierced, to ascertain doneness. The more meat is cooked, the firmer it becomes. Rare meat is soft, while medium-rare is springy to the touch.


To ensure that your meat will cook properly, see that it is dry and at room temperature before starting. When sautéing or grilling meat, wait for the first drops of blood or juice to appear on the uncooked surface before turning it. The meat is medium-rare when the interior juices begin to appear again on the surface after the meat has been turned.


PASTRY


In the case of pastry, a variety of indicators are used to determine doneness. Among them are color, aroma, shrinkage, and texture. In this book, I have provided signs to assist you in determining proper cooking time.


COOKING TIMES


The timing given in recipes should be viewed merely as a guide, not an absolute. Keep an eye on what is happening in your pan, not just on the clock. If a recipe instructs you to “sauté onions over medium heat until browned, about 5 minutes,” the important words are “until browned.” If after 5 minutes your onions are still white, you’ll know that my stove was hotter than yours, and that you can use higher heat. If, however, your onions start to burn after 2 minutes, you’ll know to reduce your heat the next time.


It has often been said that a good cook needs to use all five senses while cooking, but little is said about our use of common sense. If a cake should be light brown after 30 minutes, but is still white, don’t remove it from the oven. If you are frying but it sounds like boiling, turn your heat up. If your nose tells you that something is burning, it probably is, so remove it from the heat.


MAKING RECIPES AHEAD OF TIME


The two main considerations in making food ahead of time are how to store it and how to ready it for serving. Most of the information necessary for preparing dishes ahead is contained in the recipes themselves, but I think it worth calling attention to two important aspects here as well.


COVERING


Many foods, like soups and sauces, form crusts or skins if exposed to air. To prevent this I use plastic wrap placed directly on the surface of the mixture in question. A surface covered this way will not dry out, and the air that is ordinarily trapped and can promote bacterial growth is eliminated.


REHEATING


Reheating does not mean re-cooking. In French cooking, reheating is an art. Food must be brought back to the temperature at which it should be served without allowing any additional cooking. For some foods this can be done quickly, while for others it must be done slowly. You can reheat a soup or sauce over high heat, and serve it as soon as it comes to a boil. A large pot of stew, on the other hand, must reheat slowly, so that by the time the sauce is simmering, everything is just hot, not overcooked. In the same fashion, a rare roast beef must be reheated slowly so it will be warm when served but not cooked any more.


For warming or reheating sauces that are extremely sensitive to heat, such as béarnaise or crème anglaise, it is essential to use a water bath (bain-marie; see page 328).


COOKING EQUIPMENT


The variety and quality of cooking equipment on the American market today have vastly improved since I first started teaching 40 years ago. Back then I traveled from city to city with a duffel bag full of equipment, for I never knew what would be waiting for me to use when I arrived. I eventually stripped down the equipment I carried to just my knives, but I gave that up, too, when about ten years ago I lost them to airport security.


With the increased variety of kitchen equipment now available comes the dilemma of knowing what will best suit your needs. You may need a good saucepan, or a new knife, but which one is for you? The range of materials is baffling, and the price of some may astound you. You probably wonder if it really can make a difference to your cooking and if you shouldn’t just make do with what you already have. Although a good cook can always figure out a way to make the best of what is available, good equipment can make the work much easier.


KNIVES


A sharp knife, no matter what material it is made from, is a cook’s most valuable tool. When shopping for a knife, pick it up and see how it feels in your hand. Some knives will be well balanced, while others will be blade- or handleheavy. Look for a knife with a thin, sharp blade. It is easier to maintain a sharp edge on a thin blade than on a thicker one. No matter what kind of knife you have, never allow it to get dull. Keep it sharp by frequently using a steel or other sharpening tool.


Several knives I use regularly are: a small, inexpensive, 2½-inch razor-sharp paring knife; a well-balanced, 8-inch hand-forged chef’s knife for general work and chopping (if you regularly cook for more than eight people, you should consider a 10-inch chef’s knife); a 10- or 12-inch carving knife; a 6-inch slicing knife; and a 6- or 8-inch serrated knife for slicing bread, tomatoes, cakes, and other pastry.


POTS AND PANS


Pans that are good conductors heat up quickly, transfer heat quickly, and cool down quickly. Materials that conduct heat well include copper and aluminum. A pan made from a material that conducts poorly (such as cast iron) will heat up and transfer heat slowly, but will retain the heat for a long time. (See “The Materials,” page 13.)


Although it makes no difference what pan you choose when you boil water, it does make a difference when you boil milk. A good conductor can be used with any degree of heat, while a poor conductor should be used on low to medium heat, and only with care on higher heat. In a pan made from material that conducts heat well, milk will boil on high heat without burning or scorching, but not in a pan made from a lesser conductor. If you do use a poor conductor, pay closer attention to what you cook. Stir the contents of the pan more often, and adjust your heat carefully.


To find out if your pan conducts heat well, try this simple test. Off the heat, place ½ tablespoon of butter in the bottom of the pan. On the inside upper rim of the pan press an even smaller amount of butter against the wall of the pan so it sticks in place. Now place the pan on high heat. If your pan conducts heat well, you will notice that the butter on the bottom starts to melt immediately, and when it has, the butter on the rim will start sliding down to the bottom. With a poor conductor, you may find that by the time the butter on the rim starts to melt, the butter in the bottom has burned.


Pans are available in copper, aluminum, coated aluminum, cast iron, enameled cast iron, stainless steel, heat-resistant porcelain, and glass, and a variety of combined materials. What follows is a list of some of the pros and cons of utensils made from these materials. Knowing these will help you when you are going to be using a pan for a specific purpose.








SUGGESTED CHECKLIST: Some Basic Cooking Equipment


[image: image] A selection of sharp knives, a sharpening steel, and cutting boards


[image: image] A set of copper-clad or aluminum-bottomed stainless-steel saucepans and stockpots for general use, including 1-, 2-, 3-, and 4-quart saucepans, a 7- or 8-quart soup pot, and a 12- or 16-quart stockpot (look for one that is light in weight when empty)


[image: image] Several heat-conducting heavy saucepans (copper or stainless with an aluminum core), 1-, 2-, and 3-quart


[image: image] 10- and 12-inch coated aluminum, stainless with an aluminum core, or cast-iron sauté pans or skillets, with lids


[image: image] Nonstick omelet and crêpe pans


[image: image] Cast-iron grill pan with raised ridges


[image: image] Dutch ovens, 5- and 8-quart, at least one good for oven-to-table use


[image: image] Gratin or baking dishes and roasting pans


[image: image] 2 nonstick baking sheets and/or nonstick silicone liners for regular baking sheets


[image: image] Wire cooling racks and an oven thermometer


[image: image] Gram/ounce scale, measuring cups (both dry and liquid), and measuring spoons


[image: image] French rolling pin (see page 85), tart pans, cake pans, bread pans, pastry brushes, pastry bags and tubes


[image: image] Mixing bowls of different sizes; some metal and some glass


[image: image] Colanders and strainers, with at least one fine-mesh sieve for sauces


[image: image] 8- and 10-inch sauce whisks; silicone (or rubber) spatulas, French wooden spatula (see page 226), and long metal spatulas


[image: image] Ladles and skimmer


[image: image] Kitchen scissors and fine grater


[image: image] Food processor, immersion blender, blender, and 250-watt handheld mixer






THE MATERIALS



COPPER


Excellent conductivity allows you to cook rapidly over high heat without worrying about sticking and burning. It also allows even cooking over low heat. It is lined with tin, nickel, stainless steel, or silver for general cooking. Unlined copper pots are used for cooking sugar and jam. If you like shiny copper pans, be prepared to polish them frequently. Years ago in French kitchens, copper pans were cleaned with a combination of salt and vinegar. Sometimes sand was added for extra scrubbing power. These days, a variety of copper polishes easily do the job, but the pans should be well washed with soap and water to make sure no polish is left on the cooking surface. However, I still use vinegar and salt when cleaning a copper egg white bowl (see “Beating Egg Whites: The Magic of the Copper Bowl,” page 42). And though 30 to 40 years ago I used my copper pans on a daily basis, I find I rarely use them today.


ALUMINUM


Also an excellent conductor of heat. Can be used with high or low heat. It is not recommended for boiling water because certain minerals cause a dark gray oxide to form, making it difficult to clean. However, when cooking with tomatoes, vinegar, and other acidic ingredients, which pit aluminum, use a utensil that is lined with stainless steel or a nonstick coating, or one that is electroplated with aluminum oxide. The latter creates a virtually indestructible dark gray coating with excellent cooking properties.


CAST IRON AND ENAMELED CAST IRON


Iron is a fairly poor conductor of heat, which means that it takes a long time to get hot, and once hot, it takes a long time to cool down. This property makes it an excellent material for casseroles or Dutch ovens used for long, slow oven cooking, for oven-to-table preparations, and for grill pans and griddles. However, when using cast iron for cooking sauces, care should be taken to stir often to prevent sticking and burning. You should avoid using plain cast iron for cooking sauces containing wine or tomatoes, because a metallic taste often results.


STAINLESS STEEL


By itself, a poor conductor of heat. Utensils made from thin sheets of the metal are usually strong and light and are excellent for boiling vegetables and for making stocks and soups. Aluminum-bottomed or copper-clad stainless steel makes excellent all-purpose pans.


OVENPROOF PORCELAIN AND GLASS


These are very poor heat conductors but are excellent for low-temperature oven cooking and for oven-to-table serving.





CHAPTER ONE
FIRST COURSES


SOUPS


SALADS


EGGS & OMELETS


SOUFFLES


FISH MOUSSES


PATES & TERRINES


CREPES


QUICHES


SAVORY CREAM-PUFF PASTRIES


SAVORY PUFF PASTRIES


PASTA


In France, a first course is called (confusingly to English speakers) the entrée, which means “entry.” And to begin a French meal properly, there must be one. This is true for the simplest family supper or the most elegant restaurant meal. At home, the first course might be a soup or a crudité or perhaps something from the charcuterie, such as a slice of pâté. At a restaurant, the possibilities are expanded.


In the United States, first courses at home are rare except when entertaining. Americans have a tradition of putting the main part of the meal on the table all at once. The French break the meal into courses, serve smaller portions, and spend more time at the table. To my mind, this is one of the reasons the French do not have the obesity problems that we do. When you eat quickly, you tend to overeat.


The first-course recipes in this chapter were designed to be part of a multi-course meal—just as the main courses in this book are designed to be preceded by a starter course. However, because this is not the way we eat on a daily basis, many of the first-course dishes are also perfectly suited as the main course for a lunch or light supper, and I have given a range of servings to indicate their dual nature.



SOUPS


Formal dining, in years past, always included a soup. It came before the first course, and in general it was a cream soup for lunch and consommé for dinner. This style of dining has all but disappeared (although you can still experience it in some of the fine resort hotels of Europe). I generally use soup as a first course or, when served with bread, salad, and a dessert, as a main course—especially hearty soups such as Mediterranean Fish Soup (page 21) or Split-Pea Soup (page 23).


Although the generic term for soups in French cooking is potages, the classic breakdown of types and terms is far more complex. Simply speaking, soups can be divided into two groups: clear soups (or consommés) and thickened soups. Thickened soups are classically further divided into purées, veloutés, and crèmes, and each follows certain rules. Purées are thickened with a purée of a starchy vegetable or grain (such as potato or rice) or a legume (such as lima bean, lentil, or pea). Veloutés are thickened with a light velouté sauce (a white sauce made with stock), while crèmes are thickened with a light béchamel (a white sauce made with milk). Veloutés are enriched, just before serving, with a liaison of egg yolks and butter, and crèmes are finished with heavy cream.


Over the years, these classic distinctions have been blurred. And, in the case of my soups, they have been deliberately altered to make them lighter than the classics that inspired them. I eliminate the egg yolk and butter enrichment and a good deal of the starch, and use heavy cream sparingly.



CHICKEN CONSOMME


[CONSOMMÉ DE VOLAILLE]


One of the true tests of a good chef is his ability to make an excellent consommé. It should be crystal clear, full of flavor, yet not too salty, and it should have a lovely color ranging from light gold to deep amber. The process for making consommés is long and tedious, and it is rare to find them on restaurant menus today. If you do find one, you can be sure the chef is proud of it.


A classic consommé is made with a double-strength veal, beef, or chicken stock. This stock is further strengthened and then clarified (a process necessary for a perfectly clear soup). From beginning to end, making a consommé can take up to two days.


Since most of us rarely are able or willing to devote so much time to making a soup, this version takes some shortcuts without shortchanging the taste. By starting with canned stock (see “Using Canned Stocks,” page 305), the consommé takes less than an hour.


It can be served cold (it will be lightly jelled) or hot. If you are making a hot consommé and want to serve it in the French fashion, garnish it with finely diced or julienned cooked vegetables, shredded chicken, rice, or vermicelli.


SERVES 6 TO 8


2 quarts double-strength chicken stock, homemade (see Note), or canned (see chart, page 305)


2 egg whites, well whisked


4 envelopes unflavored gelatin, softened in ¾ cup cold water


1 pound ground skinless, boneless chicken breast


1 carrot, finely chopped


1 onion, chopped


1 leek (white part only), washed and chopped


2 celery ribs, with leaves if possible, chopped


1 large tomato, chopped


10 sprigs parsley, chopped


3 sprigs fresh tarragon or


2 teaspoons dried


20 sprigs fresh chervil or 2 teaspoons dried (optional)


1 teaspoon salt (omit if using canned stock)


⅛ teaspoon freshly ground pepper


2 tablespoons Chicken Glaze (optional; page 310)


1. Clarify and intensify the stock: Place the stock in a 4- to 5-quart saucepan. Add the egg whites, stirring vigorously so they blend with the stock. Add the softened gelatin and all the remaining ingredients.


2. Stir the mixture slowly and constantly with a whisk (to keep the egg whites well distributed in the stock) over high heat until the first sign of boiling, about 12 minutes. Immediately stop stirring; reduce the heat and simmer gently for 20 minutes. As the egg whites cook in the hot stock, they harden and rise to the surface, carrying impurities with them.


3. Using a skimmer, gently remove most of the vegetables, chicken, and egg white from the surface of the stock. Line a strainer with a dampened kitchen towel or several thicknesses of dampened cheesecloth and pour the stock through it. The strained stock or consommé should be perfectly clear. If not, it may require a second straining.


4. Degrease the consommé: If, after straining, there are any remaining droplets of fat on the surface of the consommé, cut a paper towel into quarters. Place one square at a time on the surface of the soup, and immediately draw it across and away. Continue this with as many squares as you need (cutting more paper towels, if necessary) until there is no more visible fat.


5. Serve hot or cold.


NOTE


If you are interested in making your own strong chicken stock, you might consider making the Poule au Pot on page 113. The chicken for this simple and delicious dish is cooked in chicken stock, thus creating a double-strength stock that can be used to make the consommé.


IN ADDITION


The seasoned ground chicken, cooked egg white, and vegetables used to clarify the consommé do not have to be discarded once their job is done. After skimming them from the soup in step 3, set them aside, let cool, and refrigerate, covered. A quick béchamel flavored to taste with tomato paste or curry powder can be mixed with the chicken mixture and served with rice—it goes very nicely with basmati or Texmati—for an easy lunch or dinner. The chicken and sauce can also be used as a filling for crêpes.








CLASSIC CONSOMMES



Consommés can be made from beef, veal, chicken, fish, or game. In classic French cooking, the name of the consommé changes depending on the garnish served with it. In the classic repertoire there are hundreds of different garnish combinations and, therefore, soup names. For example: Consommé Bretonne is garnished with julienne of leek, celery, onion, and mushroom and shredded chervil. Consommé Solange is garnished with pearl barley, squares of lettuce, and chicken julienne. Consommé Rossini is thickened with tapioca, flavored with truffle essence, and garnished with profiteroles stuffed with foie gras and chopped truffles.





VARIATION


BEEF CONSOMME
[CONSOMMÉ DE BOEUF]


A beef consommé is made in principally the same way. Replace the chicken stock with 2 quarts double-strength beef stock, homemade or canned (see chart, page 305). Use 1 pound lean ground beef instead of ground chicken breast. Before serving, stir in ¼ cup Madeira (optional).



ONION SOUP


[SOUPE À L’OIGNON]


Although I normally make this soup with stock, a more delicate version can be made with water. The caramelized onions will provide the necessary flavor.


SERVES 6 TO 8


3 tablespoons butter


1½ pounds onions (5 to 6 medium), halved and thinly sliced


½ teaspoon salt


¼ teaspoon freshly ground pepper


2 tablespoons all-purpose flour


9 cups beef stock, homemade or canned (see chart, page 305), or water


1 tablespoon Cognac


½ pound Swiss-style cheese, such as Gruyère or Emmentaler, grated (about 2 cups)


1. In a large saucepan or 5-quart Dutch oven, melt the butter. Add the onions and cook over medium-high heat, stirring occasionally, until well browned. They will start to brown in 10 to 12 minutes. After another 20 to 25 minutes the onions should be dark brown, not black. Season with the salt and pepper.


2. Reduce the heat to medium and stir in the flour. Brown lightly, stirring, about 3 minutes.


3. Add the stock, increase the heat to high, and bring to a boil, about 15 minutes. Reduce the heat to medium and simmer for 30 minutes. Skim off any foam or butter that comes to the surface. (The recipe can be prepared ahead to this point. Let cool to room temperature, cover, and refrigerate. Bring to a simmer before proceeding.)


4. Just before serving, add the Cognac. Pass the cheese separately.


IN ADDITION


With the addition of bread and cheese, this simple soup becomes French Onion Soup (page 20), perhaps the most famous of all French soups. Without them, it makes a nice, very light first course.



FRENCH ONION SOUP


[SOUPE À L’OIGNONGRATINÉE]


Listed on American menus as French Onion Soup and on French menus often simply as a gratinée, this delicious soup is served in restaurants throughout the world. Although there is no classic recipe for this classically French soup, most contain bread and Swiss-style cheese, making it virtually a meal in itself. For this reason I usually serve it for lunch or supper with a mixed green salad, and some fruit or pastry for dessert.


The bread should be stale or toasted so it will float and support the cheese on the surface of the soup, where it can easily be browned or gratinéed.


SERVES 6


Onion Soup (page 19), but increase the cheese to 1 pound


Slices of stale or toasted French bread (see Note), cut ½ inch thick


1. Preheat the broiler.


2. In a large saucepan, heat the soup to a simmer over medium heat.


3. Place enough bread in each of 6 ovenproof bowls (that will hold at least 1½ cups) so the slices will cover the surface once the bowls are filled with the soup. Ladle the soup into the bowls.


4. Sprinkle the soup with the cheese and place the bowls on a baking sheet. Place under the broiler until the cheese has browned, 5 to 7 minutes, and serve.


NOTE


The number of bread slices you need will depend on the diameter of your soup bowls and the diameter of the loaf of bread. The object is to cover the surface of the soup with the bread, which floats to support the cheese. One or two slices per person is usually adequate.


IN ADDITION


An especially appealing feature of this recipe is that the basic onion soup can be made well in advance, then reheated and placed under the broiler for a superb last-minute meal. Special onion soup bowls, which can withstand the high temperature of a broiler, are used in this preparation. If you don’t have onion soup bowls, use any ovenproof bowls with a 1½-cup capacity.



MEDITERRANEAN FISH SOUP


[SOUPE DE POISSON]


This soup, served with a green salad, rosé wine, and a fruit tart for dessert, makes a wonderful lunch or light supper. It is also the base for the American Bouillabaisse on page 99. Most traditional recipes for this soup call for fish fillets to be cooked as part of the soup base and discarded. With today’s fish prices, I find this wasteful and extravagant. In my Soupe de Poisson, I poach the diced fillets in the soup at the last minute and serve them with the soup. For an even heartier version I add scallops and/or shrimp, poaching them at the same time as the fish.


SERVES 6


5 pounds fish heads and bones (see Note)


¼ cup extra-virgin olive oil


2 onions, halved and sliced


2 leeks, washed and diced


½ fennel bulb, diced About


15 sprigs parsley


3 pounds tomatoes, diced, or


3 cans (14.5 ounces each) diced tomatoes, drained


5 garlic cloves, smashed


1 bay leaf


¼ teaspoon fresh or dried thyme


¼ teaspoon fresh or dried savory


2 to 3 large pinches of saffron threads, to taste Zest of 1 orange


2 cups dry white wine


6 cups water


½ teaspoon salt


¼ teaspoon freshly ground pepper


1 pound skinless fish fillets (see Note), diced


1. In a large bowl or saucepan, soak the fish heads and bones in ice water for at least 20 minutes or until ready to use them.


2. In a large stockpot, heat the oil over medium heat. Add the onions, leeks, fennel, and parsley and sauté until the vegetables have softened without coloring, 4 to 5 minutes.


3. Add the tomatoes, garlic, bay leaf, thyme, savory, saffron, and orange zest. Stir well with a wooden spoon.


4. Drain the fish bones and heads and add them to the pot along with the wine and water. Season with the salt and pepper. Bring to a boil over medium-high heat and cook gently for 30 minutes.


5. Strain the soup through a sieve, pressing as much liquid from the solid ingredients as possible. Discard the solids. (The soup can be prepared ahead to this point. Let cool to room temperature, cover, and refrigerate for up to 3 days or freeze for up to 1 month. Bring the soup back to a simmer before proceeding.)


6. Add the fish fillets and bring the soup back to a boil just before serving.



NOTE



This can be just about any fish you like. Just be sure that if you are using a strong-flavored fish, such as mackerel or bluefish, that it is very fresh.


SERVING SUGGESTION


Accompany the soup with toasted slices of French bread, Aioli (page 332), or grated Swiss-style cheese.


WATERCRESS SOUP


[POTAGE AU CRESSON]


This low-calorie variation of the classic watercress soup uses zucchini in place of potatoes. The small amount of cream used to lighten the color and flavor while enriching the soup can be omitted, reducing the calories even further. I rarely use the cream today, but encourage you to try it both ways.


I once made this soup for a well-known restaurant critic, who apologized for eating only half a serving, saying that it was a little too rich for someone on a diet. When I explained that the soup has only 70 calories per serving, I received a request for seconds.


This soup can be served hot or cold. If you are using a homemade chicken stock, the soup may jell when cold, making it too thick. If this happens, thin with water and adjust the seasoning. Try using yogurt instead of cream when serving the soup cold.


SERVES 6


1 tablespoon butter or olive oil


3 leeks (white part only; see Note), washed and diced


1½ pounds zucchini, peeled (see Note) and diced


4 cups chicken stock, homemade or canned (see chart, page 305)


1 bunch watercress, thick stems trimmed


¼ teaspoon salt


⅛ teaspoon freshly ground pepper


⅓ cup heavy cream


1. In a 4-quart pot, heat the butter or oil over medium-low heat. Add the leeks and gently sauté until softened, about 3 minutes.


2. Add the zucchini and sauté for 2 minutes without browning. Add the stock and simmer until the zucchini is just tender, 3 to 4 minutes.


3. Bring the soup to a boil and add the watercress. Reduce the heat and simmer for 1 minute.


4. In a food processor or blender, blend the soup until smooth. Season with the salt and pepper. (The soup can be prepared ahead to this point. Let cool to room temperature, cover, and refrigerate. If serving the soup hot, bring back to a simmer before proceeding.)


5. Just before serving, stir in the cream.


NOTE


I use only the white part of the leeks and peel the zucchini so the color of the soup will be pale green like the classic version. If I am not so concerned about the color, I use the tender green parts of the leeks as well. However, I always peel the zucchini, for otherwise it might look like a spinach soup.


VARIATIONS


CURRIED WATERCRESS SOUP



[POTAGE AU CRESSON ET AU CURRY]


Reduce the amount of watercress to ½ bunch and add 1 tablespoon curry powder along with the stock in step 2.


ARUGULA SOUP



[POTAGE À LA ROQUETTE]


Replace the watercress with a generous handful of baby arugula.


SPLIT-PEA SOUP


[POTAGE DE POIS CASSÉS]


Green split-pea soup is a hearty winter soup that, together with some warm bread, a piece of cheese, and fruit, provides a very satisfying meal. In France, it is most often served with croutons (small cubes of fried bread), but because of their high calorie count, I rarely use them.


The traditional version of this soup was somewhat more time-consuming and arduous, the cook having to use a tamis (drum-shaped sieve) to achieve the proper consistency. The blender and food processor make this an easier operation for the contemporary cook.


I also use this recipe for lentil, bean, and other legume-based soups. It can easily be cut in half for fewer servings.


SERVES 8 TO 10


2 pounds green split peas, washed and picked over


2 leeks, washed and diced


2 onions, each studded with 1 clove


2 large carrots, cut in half


2 celery ribs, with leaves if possible Bouquet Garni (page 306)


1 ham bone, ½ pound slab bacon (see Note), or


½ pound smoked sausage 1 handful lettuce leaves (optional)


½ teaspoon salt


¼ teaspoon freshly ground pepper


3 quarts water


¼ cup dry sherry (optional)


1. Put all of the ingredients, except the sherry, into a stockpot. Bring the soup to a boil and simmer, partially covered, until the peas are tender, about 1 hour.


2. Remove the meat and set it aside (see Note). Discard the onions, bouquet garni, one of the carrots, and the celery.


3. In a blender or food processor, purée the ingredients remaining in the pot until they are smooth. If the soup is too thick, thin it with a little water or milk.


4. Dice the ham or sausage and add it to the soup. (The soup can be prepared ahead to this point. Let cool to room temperature, cover, and refrigerate. Bring to a simmer before proceeding.)


5. Just before serving, add the sherry (if using).


NOTE


If you are using bacon, after removing it in step 2, rinse and dice it. Then sauté it before returning it to the soup in step 4.


VARIATION


PEASANT-STYLE SPLIT-PEA SOUP



[POTAGE PAYSAN DE POIS CASSÉS]


As with most puréed soups, a coarser, more rustic version can be made. To do this, dice all the vegetables except for one of the onions, which you stud with the cloves. When the peas are soft, discard only the whole onion and the bouquet garni. Remove the ham or sausage after cooking, dice, and return to the soup. If using bacon, rinse, dice, sauté, and return to the soup.


CREAM OF ASPARAGUS SOUP


[CRÈME D’ASPERGES]


Crème d’asperges is also known as crème Argenteuil in honor of the region (in north central France) where the best asparagus are grown. (In fact, any dish that includes the name Argenteuil contains asparagus.) What made this a “cream” soup in the classic kitchen was that it was made with a light béchamel, though the rules were often bent to make it with a thickened stock (velouté) or a combination of the two. I find the flavor better when made with stock alone (and even better if made with veal stock). This recipe produces a very light and delicately creamy soup, but for those who prefer theirs thicker or more creamy, it is an easy matter to add up to another tablespoon of arrowroot or double the cream. The soup can also be thickened by using a small potato instead of the starch. Finely dice the potato and add at the same time as the asparagus.


SERVES 8


2 tablespoons butter


3 pounds asparagus, well washed, tough ends removed, and cut into 1-inch lengths


¼ teaspoon salt


⅛ teaspoon freshly ground pepper


6 cups chicken stock, homemade or canned (see chart, page 305)


2½ tablespoons arrowroot, potato starch, or cornstarch, dissolved in


2½ tablespoons cold water


¼ cup heavy cream


1. In a large saucepan, melt the butter over medium-high heat. Add the asparagus and gently sauté until bright green, about 5 minutes. Season with the salt and pepper.


2. Add the stock and bring to a boil over high heat, skimming off any foam and impurities that rise to the surface. Boil gently until the asparagus are tender, 4 to 5 minutes. If desired, remove 16 to 24 asparagus tips and reserve for garnish.


3. Place the asparagus and stock in a blender, discarding any sand or grit that may remain at the bottom of the saucepan. Blend until smooth. Return the soup to the saucepan.


4. Bring the soup to a simmer and whisk in the dissolved arrowroot to thicken. Stir in the cream. (The soup can be prepared ahead. Let cool to room temperature, cover, and refrigerate. Bring to a simmer before serving.) Place 2 to 3 of the reserved asparagus tips, if using, in each of 8 soup bowls, ladle in the soup, and serve.








PUREEING SOUPS



The smoothness of a soup will vary with the machine you use to purée it. A blender will make the finest purée (although you will have to blend most soups in batches). There are also a number of hand blenders (see below) that will purée the soup directly in the pot. The result will be somewhat coarser, but cleanup will be easier. The food processor will also make a slightly coarser purée, and the soup must often be processed in batches. The secret to getting a smooth soup in a food processor is to first purée the solids as fine as possible and then thin this purée with the liquid.


[image: image]





VARIATION


CREAM OF BROCCOLI SOUP



[CRÈME DE BROCOLI]


Use 3 pounds of broccoli in place of the asparagus. Peel the stalks; cut the florets and stalks into 1-inch pieces, and cook as for the asparagus.



CREAM OF CORN SOUP


[CRÈME DE MAÏS]


A classic cream of corn soup is made by puréeing cooked corn with a light béchamel sauce, and serving it with a few kernels of corn in each bowl. My version, with its added aromatic vegetables, is closer in appearance to an American corn chowder. I use half milk and half water to create a light yet creamy-tasting soup. It is important to the appearance of the soup to dice the vegetables no larger than the corn kernels. Should you prefer a completely smooth soup, simply blend to a purée and strain. This soup can be made several days in advance and served hot or cold.


SERVES 6 TO 8


3 tablespoons butter


1 onion, diced


2 carrots, diced


1 celery rib, diced


2 tablespoons all-purpose flour


4 cups water


4 cups milk About


4 cups cooked fresh corn (from 5 to 6 ears), or


4 cups canned or frozen corn kernels


1 small potato, diced


½ teaspoon salt (omit if using canned corn)


⅛ teaspoon freshly ground pepper


1. In a large saucepan, melt the butter over medium heat. Add the diced vegetables and gently sauté for 2 to 3 minutes. Add the flour and cook, stirring occasionally, for 4 minutes. Make sure that neither the flour nor the vegetables begin to brown during this time.


2. Add the water, milk, corn, and potato and bring to a boil over high heat, stirring occasionally, about 10 minutes.


3. Season with the salt and pepper. Reduce the heat to medium-low and simmer gently for about 40 minutes. Skim the soup several times to remove the foam and butter that rise to the surface. Stir the soup each time after skimming. When finished, the soup should have a light, creamy texture. If too thick, add water. If too thin, boil to thicken. Taste and adjust the seasoning, if necessary. (The soup can be prepared ahead. Let cool to room temperature, cover, and refrigerate. If serving hot, bring to a simmer before serving.)


4. Serve the soup hot or cold.


IN ADDITION


When cutting the kernels from cooked corn on the cob, be sure to scrape the cobs with your knife, for there is often a lot of flavorful corn left after the kernels have been cut off.



SALADS


Traditionally, a French salad can be composed of many things—vegetables, meat, poultry, seafood, eggs, cheese, herbs, greens, or combinations thereof—just as long as it’s dressed with a vinaigrette or a mayonnaise-based dressing. Salads can range in complexity from the simple raw vegetable salads called crudités to cooked vegetables dressed with vinaigrette or even cooked in a sort of vinaigrette—as are dishes prepared à la grecque (see Mushrooms à la Grecque, page 190).


A combination of ingredients artfully arranged in a salad bowl or on a plate is known as a salade composée—the most well-known example of which is probably salade niçoise. By tradition, the components of a salade composée are kept separate, not tossed together.


While most composed salads are served as a first course, and in some cases eaten as a main course, a green salad (salade verte) is served after the main course.



ENDIVE AND PINK GRAPEFRUIT SALAD


[SALADE D’ENDIVES ET DE PAMPLEMOUSSE ROSE]


Belgian endive is often used in place of lettuce in a variety of simple French salads. There are a number of special combinations (see Variations), but one of my favorites is the combination of endive and grapefruit, which will surprise you if you have never experienced it. Somehow, magically, each seems to cancel out the bitterness or sourness of the other. This is a unique combination that should not be missed.


SERVES 6


2 tablespoons white wine vinegar


2 pinches of salt


2 pinches of freshly ground pepper


½ cup light vegetable oil


3 Belgian endives


3 pink grapefruit


1. In a small bowl (or jar), mix the vinegar, salt, and pepper together. Add the oil and mix until well blended.


2. Take off 12 of the larger outside leaves from each of the endives (for a total of 36) and set aside. (Reserve the smaller inside leaves for another use.) Peel and section the grapefruit (see “How to Section an Orange,” page 286. The salad can be prepared ahead to this point. Store the endive in a plastic bag in the refrigerator. Refrigerate the grapefruit in a colander so it does not sit in its own juices.)


3. To serve, on each plate, place 6 endive leaves, rounded side down, in a spoke pattern. Fill each leaf with a grapefruit section.


4. Whisk the vinaigrette to reblend and spoon it lightly over the grapefruit sections, just before serving.


VARIATIONS


ENDIVE AND WATERCRESS SALAD



[SALADE D’ENDIVES ET DE CRESSON]


Belgian endive and watercress are both available in the winter when some other greens may not be at their best, and their flavors combine very well. Use 3 Belgian endives, separated into leaves, and 1 bunch of watercress, thick stems trimmed. Add 1 teaspoon Dijon mustard to the vinaigrette. Arrange the salad with the watercress in the center and the endive leaves radiating out in a flower pattern and drizzle with the vinaigrette. Or, alternatively, cut the endive leaves into 1-inch pieces and toss with the watercress and vinaigrette. Another modern version adds walnuts, sliced apples, and blue cheese. Go light on the blue cheese.









SALAD GREENS: Washing and Storing


It is important to wash lettuce well, but most people don’t know this easy and efficient method of doing it. Wash each variety separately in a large quantity of cold water. The operative word here is “large,” the object being to have enough water so the lettuce can float.


Swirl the leaves around, turning them over and over again in the water. In the process, the dirt and sand will drop to the bottom, while any insects will float to the surface along with the leaves. Remove the leaves, discard the dirty water, and repeat this process until you no longer find dirt and sand at the bottom of your washing water. Two washings are generally sufficient.


After washing, thoroughly spin dry the leaves, using a lettuce or salad spinner, and place each variety of salad green in a plastic bag of its own. Washed, dried, and packaged in this way, the greens will stay fresh in the refrigerator for several days. When it is time to make a salad, you can choose from the variety of prepared greens to compose a salad to suit your taste.





ENDIVE AND WALNUT SALAD



[SALADE D'ENDIVES AUX NOIX]


Walnuts and Belgian endive make another traditional winter salad that is often served with game. The flavor created by this unusual combination is exceptional. Use 3 Belgian endives, leaves separated and cut into 1-inch pieces, and 30 walnut halves. Toss with a walnut oil vinaigrette: Replace 2 tablespoons of the vegetable oil with 2 tablespoons of walnut oil.


ENDIVE AND BEET SALAD



[SALADE D’ENDIVES ET DE BETTERAVES]


Bake beets according to instructions in Baked Beets (page 175). Dice the beets, then toss lightly with 4 to 6 tablespoons (to taste) of Vinaigrette (page 336). Mound the beets in the center of 6 individual salad plates or a large salad bowl. Arrange the leaves of 3 Belgian endives so they radiate out from the beets in a floral design. Chop a hard-cooked egg and sprinkle it over the center of the beets. The beets can be tossed with the vinaigrette in advance, but the salad should not be assembled until just before serving (to avoid discoloration).



SHRIMP AND SCALLOPS
IN AN HERBED LEMON VINAIGRETTE



[SALADE DE CREVETTES ET DE COQUILLES ST. - JACQUES]


The repertoire of classic French recipes abounds in cold lobster presentations, most often made with a mayonnaise-based sauce. This recipe substitutes the much more available shrimp and sea scallops for the lobster and sauces them with a delicately seasoned vinaigrette. Both the seafood and the vinaigrette can be prepared well ahead of time and then tossed together at the last minute for easy entertaining. Serve this with warm French bread and a dry white wine such as Muscadet.


SERVES 6


¾ pound large shrimp, shelled and deveined (see page 101)


¾ pound sea scallops, tendon removed (at right)


3 tablespoons lemon juice or white wine vinegar


2 teaspoons Dijon mustard


½ cup vegetable oil


3 tablespoons light olive oil Pinch each of salt and freshly ground pepper, or more to taste


2 tablespoons chopped fresh herbs, such as dill, chives, or basil (see Note)


1 large head Bibb lettuce, separated into leaves








HOW TO CLEAN A SEA SCALLOP



Although many people do not bother with this, the tough tendon on the side of a sea scallop really ought to be removed, as it gets even tougher when it’s cooked. After rinsing the scallops, grab the tendon, as shown below, and gently pull to remove.


[image: image]





1. Place 3 quarts of water in a large pot over high heat and bring to a boil. Add the shrimp and scallops. When the water just returns to a boil, drain the seafood and refresh under cold running water.


2. Slice the shrimp in half lengthwise, and slice the scallops horizontally into 2 or 3 rounds. (The seafood can be prepared up to 1 day ahead. Cover and refrigerate.)


3. In a bowl large enough to hold the seafood, make the vinaigrette. First mix together the lemon juice and mustard. Add the oils and whisk well. Season with the salt and pepper and stir in the chopped herbs. Refrigerate. (This can be done ahead and taken out of the refrigerator when ready to assemble the salad.)


4. To serve, arrange the Bibb lettuce on serving plates. Whisk the vinaigrette until it is smooth, and toss the seafood in it. Either simply mound the seafood in the center of each plate, or arrange each plate by overlapping the shrimp and scallops to form a circular design, and serve.


NOTE


If more than one herb is available, use 1 tablespoon of each, but no more than 3 tablespoons total.








GREEN SALAD: Salade Verte



A simple French green salad (salade verte) is made with a lettuce similar to our Boston lettuce and tossed with a vinaigrette. The salad can be modified by adding and mixing greens. Most supermarkets offer a variety of salad greens to choose from: Boston, Bibb, red leaf, curly endive (chicory), romaine, watercress, arugula, radicchio, mâche, frisée (baby chicory), and Belgian endive (see Endive and Pink Grapefruit Salad, page 28) are among the most frequently seen. Salad dressings are generally variations of Vinaigrette (page 336). The vinaigrette can be modified by substituting small amounts of nut oil (such as walnut, almond, or hazelnut) for an equal portion of the vegetable oil and olive oil; different types of vinegar, or lemon juice can be used in place of the tarragon vinegar.


Beyond simple Green Salad: There are a large number of ingredients that can be added to greens to change both appearance and flavor. Some of these are:


FRESH HERBS—Chives, chervil, basil, and tarragon. Either chop the herbs and sprinkle over the salad, or use a few small leaves mixed in with the other greens.


EGG—Shred or dice a hardcooked egg and sprinkle over greens.


TOMATOES—When ripe, tomatoes add wonderful flavor and color to a salad. Use tomatoes that are not too large and cut them into wedges, or use cherry tomatoes cut in half. When available, use the yellow or orange varieties of tomato, as well as the red.


AVOCADO—Diced ripe avocado adds a subtle richness that is often appreciated.


BELL PEPPERS—Diced or julienned, sweet peppers add color, crunch, and flavor.


CUCUMBERS and/or RADISHES—Sliced cucumbers add a cool freshness to a salad, and sliced radishes add spicy freshness.


CHEESE—When serving a first-course salad, add a little cheese: grated Parmesan, diced hard cheese (Swiss, St.-Nectaire, Beaumont), blue, or chèvre (goat cheese).


DRIED FRUITS and NUTS can also be added.






CHICKEN SALAD
WITH FRESH PEACHES IN A CURRY-LIME DRESSING



[SALADE DE VOLAILLE AUX PÊCHES]


This dish is based on the memory of a salad I once had at the then three-star restaurant Lapérouse in Paris. Their salad was made with fragrant white peaches, and it was served the way such composed salads are in France, with the various elements arranged separately on the plate. Instead of this classic presentation, I prefer to toss the salad. By combining the ingredients this way, all the flavors can enter your mouth at the same time, which to me is more enjoyable. This salad serves eight as a first course, but with larger portions (serving six), it makes a good main course for lunch, along with warm French bread and a chilled white or rosé wine.


SERVES 6 OR 8


3 pounds skinless, boneless chicken half breasts, poached, chilled, and diced


1 avocado, diced


2 white or yellow peaches, peeled and diced Juice of 1 lime


2 celery ribs, chopped


3 scallions, white and green parts, chopped


2 hard-cooked eggs, chopped ¾ to


1 cup mayonnaise, to taste


¼ teaspoon salt


⅛ teaspoon freshly ground pepper Pinch of curry powder


1 head lettuce, separated into leaves


Tomato wedges or cherry tomatoes, for garnish


1. In a large bowl, toss the chicken, avocado, and peaches with half of the lime juice. Add the celery, scallions, and hard-cooked eggs.


2. Flavor the mayonnaise with the salt, pepper, curry powder, and remaining lime juice. Gently toss the chicken mixture with the flavored mayonnaise and refrigerate. (The recipe can be prepared up to this point 1 day ahead.)


3. Serve the salad on a bed of lettuce leaves, garnished with tomato wedges or cherry tomatoes.


VARIATIONS


CHICKEN AND MANGO SALAD



[SALADE DE VOLAILLE AUX MANGUES]


Substitute 1 mango for the peaches.



SEAFOOD SALAD WITH PEACHES OR MANGOES



[SALADE DE FRUITS DEMER AUX PÊCHESOU AUX MANGUES]


Substitute 2 pounds cooked lobster meat or shrimp for the chicken. Crab meat can also be used in the salad.


CHICKEN SALAD WITH MANGOES AND GINGER



[SALADE DE VOLAILLE AUX MANGUES ET AU GINGEMBRE]


Increase the curry powder to 1 to 2 teaspoons (to taste) and add 1 teaspoon chopped fresh ginger.








TOMATO SALAD: Salade de Tomates



When tomatoes are in season, I like nothing better than to start an informal meal with a tomato salad. It used to be hard to buy flavorful tomatoes in America, but in the past ten years—with farmers growing a widening variety of heirloom tomatoes—our chances of finding the flavors familiar to the French cook have improved greatly. Slice the tomatoes (one medium-large tomato per person) and place them, in overlapping slices, on individual salad plates. When I have a variety of good tomatoes, I present them on a platter to show the range of colors (for example, red, green, and yellow). Make a vinaigrette of three parts light olive oil, one part lemon juice, and 1 or 2 tablespoons chopped chives or basil. Spoon 1 tablespoon of well-whisked vinaigrette over each portion of tomatoes and serve with warm French bread.






EGGS & OMELETS


Although in the past 20 years the egg has come under heavy attack for the cholesterol in its yolk, and although I no longer eat them as frequently as I once did, I have not given up the pleasure that this most versatile of foods provides. Besides being an excellent source of protein, eggs are an ingredient in many of the masterpieces of French cooking.


Many a French meal includes an egg dish. Eggs—poached, soft- or hard-boiled, baked, fried, scrambled, or in an omelet or quiche—are offered as first courses, or may be the main attraction of a lunch.


Although something like Caviar-Topped Scrambled Egg Cups (page 36) might be the beginning of an elegant meal, I am more likely to serve these egg dishes with bread, salad, and dessert for a quick, nourishing light meal.



SLOW-SCRAMBLED EGGS
WITH TRUFFLES



[OEUFS BROUILLÉS AUX TRUFFES]


The term “scrambled eggs” does not do justice to the French oeufs brouillés, a slow-cooked, soft, moist, and creamy dish served as a first course and not for breakfast. When properly made, oeufs brouillés aux truffes ranks in my mind as one of the top 20 dishes ever created. Most French recipes call for the eggs to be cooked in a water bath (bain-marie) or double boiler, but I have found that a nonstick pan over low heat works just as well, and if you are careful there will be no need for the extra butter or cream, thus saving calories.


The use of truffles here makes the dish, but, unfortunately, it also makes it a luxury. Try it if you are lucky enough to have a truffle, but the eggs by themselves will still impress your guests. Serve the eggs with or on thinly sliced white toast.


SERVES 4


8 eggs (see Note)


1 medium (¾-inch) black truffle, chopped


2 tablespoons butter (optional)


Pinch each of salt and freshly ground pepper


1. In a bowl, beat the eggs well with a fork or whisk. Stir in the chopped truffle and allow the mixture to stand for 15 to 30 minutes.


2. In a 10-inch nonstick skillet, melt the butter (if using) over medium heat. Add the egg mixture and cook, stirring gently with a wooden spoon or silicone spatula. As the eggs heat up, you will find them thickening. Keep the liquid moving in the pan, and turn the heat to low if the eggs begin to thicken too quickly. Just when you think the eggs will start setting, they will all of a sudden become watery again. Shortly after they thin, you will notice them beginning to set on the bottom of the pan. It is at this point that you should stir and scrape the pan constantly so as not to allow large curds to form. The eggs are done when they are thick, creamy, soft, and shiny, 10 to 15 minutes.


3. Sprinkle the eggs with the salt and pepper and serve immediately.


NOTE


If you can find fresh farm eggs at your local farmers’ market, use them for this dish, for plain slow-scrambled eggs, or for any of the variations that follow. Your guests will marvel at the flavor and consistency.


VARIATIONS


EGGS MAGDA



[OEUFS MAGDA]


Replace the truffle with 1 tablespoon chopped parsley, 1 teaspoon Dijon mustard, and 2½ to 3 ounces (¾ to 1 cup) grated cheese, to taste. Classically, Gruyère is used, but I like to use any one of a number of other cheeses, such as St.-Nectaire, Beaumont, or Brie. The softer cheeses cannot be grated, but should simply be diced or cut into small pieces and added to the eggs. Omit the standing period in step 1.


CAVIAR-TOPPED SCRAMBLED EGG CUPS



[OEUFS BROUILLÉS EN SURPRISE AU CAVIAR]


Because the portions of this variation are smaller, it will serve 8 instead of 4. Replace the truffle with 2 teaspoons chopped chives and eliminate the standing period in step 1. To serve this dish as restaurants do, you must cut the tops off the eggshells, empty the eggs into a bowl, and then wash the shells so you can use them as serving containers. If you can manage this delicate operation (there are soft-boiled egg cutters on the market that work), fill the shells three-quarters full of the scrambled eggs and top each one with 1 teaspoon of sturgeon, whitefish, or salmon caviar. A simpler presentation is to serve the eggs in small ramekins.


SLOW-SCRAMBLED EGGS AND CHIVES



[OEUFS BROUILLÉS À LA CIBOULETTE]


Replace the truffle with 3 tablespoons chopped chives and eliminate the standing period in step 1.


OMELET WITH HERBS


[OMELETTE AUX FINES HERBES]


MANY PEOPLE shy away from making omelets, feeling that they involve difficult techniques and a special pan. It is true that until the advent of nonstick surfaces, it was essential to have a well-seasoned omelet pan. Often the mere description of the seasoning process was enough to discourage a prospective omelet maker. But with a nonstick pan and the simple technique used here, omelet making should not be intimidating.


There are numerous approaches to omelet making, but I find that the technique that produces the best texture in the eggs is something I call the “stir-and-shake” method. The object is to keep the eggs moving (if the egg is allowed to sit too long over heat, it becomes hard and tough). When the eggs first hit the hot pan, I rapidly stir them off the bottom of the pan (as you would in making American-style scrambled eggs), at the same time shaking the pan gently. Then when the eggs are nearly set, I stop stirring and let the bottom of the omelet set, shaking the pan once or twice to keep it from sticking.


Everyone seems to have his own “secret” for making a light omelet. Some chefs add water or milk. (I know one who adds Tabasco sauce and swears by it.) I find that water or milk makes the eggs thinner, which might seem to be lighter, but to me, the only “secret” is working rapidly so the eggs do not toughen.









HOW TO FOLD AN OMELET: A French technique


American omelets are folded in half, whereas a French omelet is folded in thirds to encase its filling in a neat package. A professional chef folds an omelet and flips it out of the pan in one seamless motion, and you will, too, once you understand the following simple steps.


[image: image]


1. Stir the eggs until they are nearly set. Stop stirring and let the bottom of the omelet firm slightly.


[image: image]


2. Place the filling, if using, across the center of the omelet.


[image: image]


3. Push the omelet forward so the opposite side rises up.


[image: image]


4. Fold the risen portion to overlap the first fold.


[image: image]


5. With your hand grasping the handle of the pan from underneath, turn the omelet out folded side down onto a serving platter.
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“Bravo Richard, for making these delicious accessible to all.”
—DREW NIEPORENT, RESTAURATEUR—NOBU, TRIBECA GRILL, CORTON, CENTRICO
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