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INTRODUCTION:


THE MOST IMPORTANT THING I LEARNED IN COOKING SCHOOL

WHEN I ENTERED THE CULINARY INSTITUTE OF AMERICA as a journalist to write a book about learning to cook professionally, I became one of its best students ever. Not because I was smarter or more talented than anyone else, but because of the unusual nature of my long immersion as a nonstudent. I was there to find out what the oldest and most prominent cooking school in the country thought one had to know to be a chef, and to convey this through story, which required characters, conflict, dialogue, action.

In order to get this story, I had to take notes all but continuously. If I wasn’t chopping or sautéing, I was scribbling in a notebook. I recorded interviews with chefs and transcribed them. Every night I returned home and typed out all my notes, whether they concerned how to make a brown veal stock or the background of the lead characters in my story, which was eventually published as The Making of a Chef: Mastering Heat at the Culinary Institute of America. No one took better notes, let alone typed them all out. So not only did I get a good story, but my reporting gave me an in-depth knowledge of the culinary fundamentals, and reinforced both the intellectual and physical skills—the tools—necessary to continue educating myself in the kitchen.

Part of my good fortune was to be placed first thing in a “Skills kitchen” with a young, articulate chef, Michael Pardus. The old way of teaching cooking was this: the apprentice watched the chef and then did as the chef did; if he asked “Why?” the answer was “Because I said so.” Here, in the first of all the teaching kitchens at the CIA, we learned why. And we started with the basics—how to hold a knife, how to slice an onion, how to make a stock, and so on. We were always taught the whys of those basics: you grip the blade between the thumb and the first knuckle of your index finger because it gives you maximum control; you first knock out the core when slicing an onion so that all the slices separate; you cook stock not at a simmer but rather at scarcely a bubble, so that fat and other impurities do not emulsify into your stock.

As the seminal chef Auguste Escoffier notes in Le Guide Culinaire, referred to at the school as “the bible,” nothing of importance can be attempted before you learn the basics. Nothing.

Pardus loved the basics and the whys of cooking. And I loved to spar with him over details, to question his evaluation of my hollandaise sauce or the seasoning of my soup. He liked to be called out and challenged; I believe that’s a big part of what made him a great teacher. He thought out loud, and thereby taught us how to think as well as how to season our pasta water or clarify a consommé.

In that Skills kitchen, we learned the fundamentals. We followed recipes but only in the service of techniques—and the primacy of technique over recipe was then, and has been to this day, the guiding principle in all that I do in writing about food and in cooking. Chef Pardus often directed us to one recipe or another in the CIA textbook, The New Professional Chef (Fifth Edition, a book I still cherish), but it was always in order to illustrate a technique. Therefore, we braised lamb shanks according to the recipe on page 469 (that page in my copy remains dog-eared nearly two decades later), but the point was to learn a technique: braising. Braising is used for tough cuts of meat; the meat is first seared to build flavor, add color, and set the protein, and then cooked low and slow in a moist environment so that the collagen, the connective tissue that makes the meat tough, breaks down into gelatin, leaving the meat tender and giving body to the cooking liquid. We learned that these facts applied not only to the lamb shanks on page 469 but also to pork shoulder, osso buco, beef short ribs, or any tough cut of meat.

Likewise, we weren’t given a recipe for roasted chicken to prepare for Chef; we were given a chicken so that he could teach us the fundamentals of the technique: roasting.
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In Skills, after the day’s cooking was done and the kitchen clean, Chef Pardus would lecture on the following day’s subject, so that we would be intellectually prepared. First step: think. What is roasting?

Roasting, in the parlance of culinary school, is a dry-heat cooking method. “Dry-heat cooking method” is not just kitchen jargon, but rather a useful distinction. “Dry heat” suggests that, unlike in braising, the ameliorating effect of liquid does not affect the dish. It also means that we’re likely using a high temperature, which results in browning. Sautéing is thus considered a “dry heat” cooking method, too; even though you sauté in a fluid (fat), that fluid can reach high temperatures.

“What is the difference between baking and roasting?” Pardus asked our class, all sixteen of us on stools at four stainless-steel tables after a day of cooking. “Today roasting is done in an oven. So is baking. What’s the difference?”

This, of course, is an oft-addressed question, and one well suited to the verbal sparring Pardus so enjoyed.

Adam Shepard, who would eventually become a chef and partner in the restaurant Lunetta in Brooklyn, said, “Essentially, they’re the same, just different products.”

Pardus said, “Nope.”

Adam, equally competitive, said, “I thought you were talking about bread and meat.”

“We bake bread, but we roast meat, right?” Pardus said to the class. “What do you do to a ham? You bake a ham.” Pardus concluded: “There is no practical difference. It’s a semantic difference.”

Adam looked away, Pardus having essentially reiterated what he, Adam, had said in the first place: they’re the same, there’s no real difference.

Not now, that is. But for most of human history, roasting and baking were two distinct techniques. Roasting originally referred only to the cooking of meat over or next to an open fire, usually on some kind of spit. It was considered the only way to cook a joint of meat, as large bone-in cuts were typically referred to.

According to Bee Wilson’s excellent Consider the Fork: A History of How We Cook and Eat, this exclusive definition of roasting persisted well into the nineteenth century. It wasn’t until the Great Exhibition in Great Britain in 1851, writes Wilson, that the notions of roasting and baking were successfully united in a single device, the Improved Leamington Kitchener, which “explicitly offered to combine the twin functions of roasting and baking with a single fire.” The availability and prominence of cast iron surely contributed to the Leamington range’s adoption, as well as the country’s move from wood to coal as the home’s main fuel.

Thus it had always been meat that we roasted. Because we didn’t (and still don’t) turn pieces of fish on a spit before a fire is likely why we have traditionally “baked” fish rather than roasted it. I’m guessing that only recently did we begin to “roast” fish in an oven, when restaurant chefs began calling their fish dishes “roasted.” Roasting sounds so much more appealing on a menu.

Indeed, just about every cut of meat, and every vegetable and fruit, sound better roasted than baked. We would never “roast” bread, though, and we don’t “roast” a cake. But for just about every other item or preparation that doesn’t include eggs or flour, we can use the term “roast.” And of all our cooking terms—sautéed, grilled, poached, broiled—I believe “roasted” is the most evocative adjective we can attach to our food, conjuring as it does ideas of deep, rich flavors and delicious browning. We eat in our mind first or, according to the common phrase, “We eat with our eyes first.” Seeing a beautiful preparation, such as a perfectly roasted chicken, prepares us to be pleased, as much as what we call a dish whets our appetite. We are much more inclined to order the roasted monkfish rather than the baked monkfish, or the roasted chicken rather than the baked chicken, though there is exactly no difference.

So, while there may no longer be a difference in the act of baking or roasting, the semantic difference is meaningful and useful.

Here, in this first book in a new series on cooking methods, I will define roasting as a technique that can be applied to meat and fish, to vegetables, and to fruit. Any preparations that rely on eggs or flour (or other cereals and grains) and that are cooked in an oven shall be considered baked. And, as in the CIA’s Skills classes, I will offer only a handful of recipes—those that illustrate broader principles that define what is perhaps our most appealing and cherished cooking technique.
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THE BASICS


KNOW YOUR OVEN

When you set your oven to 350°F, do you believe that it is an absolute and uniform measurement of temperature? Or 180°C, for that matter? If you live in Britain, you may turn your oven to gas 4. I have no idea what gas 4 means, but it might be the most honest measurement of the three as it does not refer to a specific temperature but rather denotes a temperature relative to the others on the dial, which is a better description of the relationship between 350°F and 325°F on your oven. Because the truth is, even if you were to cook on the same day that your oven had been professionally calibrated, some spots will be hotter than others. And if you’re following a recipe, how do you know that the recipe writer and the recipe tester had properly calibrated their ovens? Maybe they were off. Have you ever stopped to consider why we almost always ask for oven temperatures in increments of 25°F? On the Celsius scale, with the infinitely more useful factors of ten, there tends to be slightly more precision, but the same discrepancies apply: we don’t know the exact millimeters of mercury a thermometer would read were it positioned in your roasting pan—or even in two different positions in that same pan.

Ah, but you have an oven thermometer? Excellent. How do you know it is accurate? (It probably is; I’m just asking.)

Happily we don’t need to know the precise, +/− 0.1-degree measurement when we’re roasting a leg of lamb or some parsnips. Foods that we roast are generous and easygoing. Temperature and time are more critical for baked goods. Leave a second batch of cookies in for five extra minutes and you’ve got two different cookies (one may be ruined); do that with a roasted chicken and the difference is not likely to be noticeable. This also reflects the fact that the smaller the food item is, the smaller the window you have in terms of pulling it out of the oven at its moment of perfection.

More important than choosing 350°F/180°C rather than 375°F/190°C is paying attention to the food itself.

What this means cannot be overemphasized. If I am washing salad greens, with my back to the oven, I am still paying attention to that standing rib roast in the oven. If I’m washing greens, it means that dinner is nearly ready and the meat has been roasting for most of my intended cooking time, so if I don’t smell deliciousness in the kitchen, my oven is not hot enough. If I smell smoke, I need to pay even more attention and maybe turn around and use my eyes. If my rib roast has been in the oven for only 15 minutes and I hear violent crackling, I’d better check to make sure that the oven is not too hot. I certainly wouldn’t pay attention to the recipe in the book I was following because that won’t tell me anything about what my roast is doing in my oven at that moment.

So when you’re cooking, you’re using all your senses, the most important of which is common sense. And that just means paying attention. If you smell burning and your roast shouldn’t be close to done, you need to evaluate. And you should not simply pay attention to today’s chicken or pan of root vegetables and then hit the “reset” button in your brain. You should have roasted chicken and root vegetable files in the vault of your cooking experience. What happened last time, and the time before that? What could have been better last time that I can try to achieve this time? This chicken doesn’t seem to be nearly as done as the last one, even though they’ve been in for the same amount of time at the same temperature. Ah, but this is not a two-and-a-half-pound chicken from the farmers’ market like last time but rather a four-pounder from the grocery store. This is how, over time, you develop cooking sense. Cooking sense comes from being aware; to be aware we use taste, touch, smell, sound, sight, experience, and common sense over the continuum of our cooking lives. We might never be able to achieve a state of absolute awareness in the kitchen, but if we strive to pay attention, we continually turn up that awareness by degrees each time we apply heat to food.

Now, having addressed your most valuable cooking tool, well protected between your ears, I return to the primary roasting tool, the oven. All ovens are different. Get to know your own by paying attention to how it cooks food. Some ovens run hot, some cool. Some ovens are very hot on the bottom and considerably cooler in the upper racks, while others are more uniform. (As a rule, just about all ovens are hotter at the bottom than at the top, even if you are using a convection oven, which blows the air around and generally cooks hotter—but more about that later.)

While working on the Bouchon Bakery cookbook by Thomas Keller and company, executive pastry chef Sebastien Rouxel continuously advised us, “Know your oven.” This dictum was underscored when he had to duplicate the bakery’s recipes in lead recipe writer and tester Susie Heller’s kitchen. She and her colleague Amy Vogler also told me many times, “Know your oven.”

A great way to evaluate your oven, I learned from Susie, is to buy some Pillsbury biscuits—the kind that come in a tube. Divide the biscuits between two baking sheets and bake them on lower and upper racks exactly according to the package instructions, which have been heavily tested. When they’ve baked for the allotted time, take them out and you can see where your oven is hottest. There may not be anything you can do to even out the temperature, but knowing where the hot spots are can spare you from burning cookies and remind you of the need to rotate your baking trays.

But, generally speaking, “Know thy oven” means paying attention to how it has behaved in the past, knowing where the hot spots are, understanding how your particular convection fan works, and so on. Implicit in the command is not to be overly dependent on a recipe. Common sense should almost always override a recipe instruction.



HIGH HEAT


High heat—400°F/200°C and above—is the predominant form of heat used for roasting, whether whole roasts or cut-up vegetables. These high temperatures result in browning, creating the rich, complex flavors we associate with roasted foods. Technically called the Maillard reaction, browning happens when amino acids and other molecules and compounds are transformed by heat. Caramelization, the browning of sugar, can also occur at these high temperatures. But, for the most part, Maillard browning accounts for the deep complexity of flavor in roasted meats and vegetables.

Maillard browning, according to food science expert Harold McGee, begins as low as 250°F/120°C, not much hotter than boiling water. So, while we can brown foods in a low oven, it happens most rapidly and the reactions are most dramatic at high temperatures. The evaporation point of water is important in all cooking. Anything cooking in water cannot brown; anything with abundant water in it, such as the skin of a chicken, won’t brown until most of that water cooks off. Thus, for very wet items, such as poultry skin and pretty much all vegetables and fruits, we typically roast at high temperatures. The intense heat (radiating from the oven walls and circulating via convection) dehydrates the food quickly so that browning can occur and heat can move through the food to cook it.

MEDIUM HEAT

I’m calling temperatures between 325°F/165°C and 375°F/190°C medium heat. These temperatures are hot enough to bring about both Maillard browning and the caramelization of sugars. However, the heat is not quite as intense as high heat and is best suited for items that are very dense or need to cook for a long time but might burn in high heat before being cooked through, such as larger root vegetables. (Medium heat is what’s primarily used for baking.)

LOW HEAT

At the lowest end of the “low heat” spectrum—which I’m defining as 225°F/110°C to 300°F/150°C—little or no browning will occur, so the cooking doesn’t generate new or complex flavors and is essentially just dehydrating the item very slowly. Low heat would typically be used to finish a dish, after high-heat roasting had created desirable browning. Browning begins at 250°F/120°C, which is an effective cooking temperature for large roasts and for highly controlled roasting. If you were to cook a large roast at high heat only, it would be overcooked on the outside layer, perfectly cooked midway in, and raw at the center.

CONVECTION COOKING

Look up “convection” in the dictionary and you’ll find the confusing (unless you’re a scientist) information that the word refers to heat transfer within a fluid. All that’s really important for cooks to know is that convection means movement; in an oven it refers to the movement of hot air over the food. There are convection currents in all ovens, but a true convection oven uses a fan to blow the hot air around inside the oven. Often there’s also a heating coil in the back of the oven that directs additional heat at the food. Using the convection function on your oven is like raising the temperature by 25°F/12°C, which means that you’ll want to set your convection oven for 25°F/12°C less than what is called for in a recipe written for a standard oven. The moving air has the effect of eliminating hot spots to some extent, and the currents also sweep away the moisture evaporating off the food. Evaporation has a cooling effect, so using convection reduces the impact of that cooling and increases the speed of dehydration and of Maillard browning.

SPECIALTY ROASTING

(Spit, Pan, Smoke, Pôelé)

• SPIT ROASTING (see here) is the original form of roasting. For most of the history of cooking in the west, up until the mid-1800s, roasting big cuts of meat meant turning the meat in front of a blazing fire by hand, until clever contraptions using weights and gears were invented to perform the work. Today we refer to such a setup as a rotisserie. Indeed, the word derives from the Old French rostisserie, a shop that sold roasted meats.

Today, when you see meat turning on a spit at a restaurant before a wall of flames, that’s true roasting, roasting in the oldest tradition. Donna and I built a large fire pit on our patio and bought a fifty-dollar motorized spit, and I can attest that spit roasting over a fire is indeed an excellent way to cook a large joint of meat.

• PAN ROASTING (see here and here) refers to a practice that’s common in restaurants and should be encouraged at home because it’s such an effective cooking method. In pan roasting, meat is seared in a sauté pan on the stovetop and then the pan is slid into a hot oven to finish cooking.

This method is used for thick but tender items, such as a pork tenderloin, that cook more evenly in a hot oven once a tasty sear has been put on the exterior. It also has the advantage of clearing the stovetop and freeing up the cook to work on other parts of the meal.

• SMOKE ROASTING As elaborate grills and smokers proliferate, we hear more about smoke roasting (see here). While it’s somewhat arbitrary—you could also call it smoking or grilling, depending on the equipment you’re using—it’s a meaningful designation. Smoke roasting is the cooking of meat at roasting temperatures (250°F/120°C or higher) in a smoky environment, whether it’s in a covered charcoal grill over indirect heat or in a proper smoker, using wood for smoke and some additional element for heating the chamber. Big cuts of tough pork are especially fine when smoke roasted at lower temperatures, becoming tender in the heat and picking up the flavorful hardwood or fruitwood smoke.

• POÊLÉING The final form of roasting is rarely referred to, and few home cooks know what it means unless they are devotees of Julia Child’s Mastering the Art of French Cooking, which includes several recipes using this technique. It’s called poêlé (see here), pronounced “pwah-LAY,” and it’s often described as “butter roasting” (Child translated it as “casserole roasting,” which makes sense, too, since it’s named after a French word for skillet). What defines the technique is that the meat is cooked in an enclosed vessel with vegetables and butter. Because there’s no additional liquid and the meat rests on the vegetables, it’s considered a roasting technique rather than a braise, which is defined by the presence of plentiful liquid.

Poêléing is most commonly associated with white meats, especially larger cuts that benefit from a long time in the steamy aromatic enclosure. A capon or large chicken is an excellent candidate for this technique, but veal and pork also yield terrific results. Since the meat is basically steamed in an enclosed pot for most of its cooking, it won’t brown unless you put some high heat to it. Most recipes call for browning the meat first, though it could also be done afterward, under a broiler, while you make a sauce using the vegetables on which the meat rested.
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