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Dedicated to my dad and Chef Corky Clark, the two best fish cooks I know.


A special thanks to Rick Moonen, for setting the sustainable stage for chefs all over the globe, and to David Scribner, for giving me a glimpse into his crazy world.
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Delicious 
 Is the New 
 Environmentalism


“In our quest for food we begin to find our place within the systems of the world.” —John Hersey wrote that in his fantastic book Blues. I have always loved that quote because it accurately acknowledges that we are not sovereign over our resources but rather a part of the world that supports us. We are because the world supports us.


We have forgotten that, and we are paying the consequences. We have taken too much sea life from the oceans, eaten too many of the creatures that make up the intricate network of life. We have even taken and needlessly wasted creatures we did not want in the form of bycatch. In the process of wasting our resources, we have destroyed jobs. We have let whole communities fail and disappear, as is the case in New England and the Chesapeake. We have ravaged the oceans in search of food and are now discovering that our place in the world’s systems is in jeopardy.


This is a heavy way to start a book about cooking fish. Fish are living and contributing members of an ecosystem. When a fish meets a person, it becomes seafood. Yet we are so indignant in our approach to the ocean that we fail to understand that fish are valuable as fish, not just as seafood.


But we do have a chance to eat our way back to healthy oceans. A lot has been made of the term “sustainable seafood,” which I am happy to see has gained such traction in the marketplace. But the idea behind sustaining our resources is a little misguided. We have depleted them to the point where we have to restore them before they can be ably maintained. What we think of as a healthy fishery is often a mere shadow of what it historically was. We operate with an understanding of a natural world that has already been heavily affected by humans.


So why eat seafood at all, you might ask? Because if we don’t, then we will lose a vital and necessary part of our diet. We would put even more hardworking communities out of work. We would lose control over the fisheries that we do have a chance to manage well. We would lose our chance to encourage the restoration of ecosystems. The compelling narrative of conservation is a story of responsible consumption.


The answer is to support the best fisheries we have access to and to provide incentive to those lagging behind to get better. The answer is to eat smaller portions of seafood—and many more vegetables.


Celebrate seafood for what it is, and understand that it was once sea life. There are delicious options you can serve your family that actually help to restore ecosystems. Enjoy the recipes that follow. Do some research into the impact our food choices have on the oceans. And eat with joy so that we may continue to partake in the bounty of the seas. You can save the world by eating an oyster, so get to it. 




That’s right, environmentalism on the half shell with a bottle of Tabasco® and a six-pack of beer. Count me in!
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How I Cook


I started cooking when I was a little boy. Both of my parents had busy schedules and hustled about trying to make it all work. They were great parents, but, more important to this story, they were great cooks, too—and intrepid ones.


My mom largely took care of the slow-cooked dishes that filled the house with their aromas. One of her dishes that I remember best is stuffed grape leaves. She would prepare the filling, then spend hours rolling each little delicious package and layering them into the largest pot we had. Sometimes she would cajole me or my brother into helping. My mom also would make vats of curry, one of which once spilled in the trunk of our Volvo station wagon, forever etching the story, and the smell, into our family history. Thanksgiving and other holidays were an opportunity to make everything from scratch. My brother and I still talk about the fruitcake my mother made every year. She would set the fruit to macerate in brandy in October, then bake the cakes just in time for the holidays . . . not that anyone in our family actually ate them.


My father would often cook weeknight suppers in his work clothes, his tie off. We had a collection of aprons that he kept behind the door. My favorite was a gray one that made him look like a train conductor. To me, Dad was the short-order cook of the family, churning out nutritious and delicious meals in no time. But he had his adventurous side as well. Tortillas were made from scratch for taco night. My brother and I were always hounding him to make one of his famous stir-fry wok concoctions. Dad would very occasionally have a Glenfiddich Scotch while he cooked, and those were the meals I remember liking the most. I never asked whether he poured the drink because he’d had a good day or a bad one. But on those days when he was sipping a Scotch, Dad seemed to use cooking to remember what life was supposed to be all about. He would kick back and enjoy the process and then, at the table, the results.


My first contribution to the table was the salad dressing. I can’t quite imagine why they put up with my creations, which were just wrong. I had this idea in my head that a salad was a term that meant “lettuce swimming in vinegar.” To this potent bath, I would add further punishment in the form of soy sauce, mustard powder, and a smattering of every dried herb we had. I think my dad was waiting me out, or waiting till we ran out of vinegar, which never happened.


What I remember the most about my dad’s cooking, and what my friends remember too, was his ability to cook seafood. We would host gatherings at which Dad cooked soft-shell crabs that made everyone swoon. It was always one of the best meals of the year, as it usually included the summer’s first corn and tomatoes. We would also hand churn peach ice cream in the backyard for dessert. Sounds like a fairy tale, but it’s what happened when Dad turned his full attention to a meal. Then there was a night off the coast of Long Island when I found a spot for flounder and kept hauling them in. Dad was busy in the small galley kitchen of the boat, filleting and sautéing as fast as he could. The results were simple and stunning. And my lasting memory of that meal (fish + lemon + butter + heat = delicious) is the reason I do what I do today.


There were the trips to the fish market and clamming adventures and pick-your-own-fruit farm weekends that always resulted in pie for the next day’s breakfast. In fact, it was while driving south on I-95, after I decided that college wasn’t the right fit for me, that Dad asked if I had ever considered cooking professionally.
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Understand Your Ingredients


Fast-forward not too many years after that to the cold fish kitchen at the Culinary Institute of America. Chef Corky Clark was berating our class for not having been able to answer a question on the previous night’s homework: “Why do you add the paprika to the butter in the goulash?” It amazed me that this chef, this puzzlingly raving man, cared so much that it hadn’t occurred to any of us that paprika’s flavor was fat soluble and needed to be introduced through the butter. I decided that afternoon that I wanted to work for him. I had met lots of people in my life who thought they knew better or thought they were always right. Here was a man who did  know better—he knew more than anybody.


It wasn’t the paprika that was so important to Chef Clark. It was something larger—and smaller—at the same time. It was the importance of starting at the beginning. Of looking at every ingredient, understanding its properties, its nature, its flavor, and what purpose it might have on the plate. While I worked for him, Chef Clark must have brought in every species of fish that was available on the East Coast, and then some. I saw well over a hundred species, and every other day we would look at whatever came off the docks, then fillet it, sauté it, cure it, or smoke it. By doing this, I learned how to appreciate the myriad ways in which seafood presents itself. I learned that every salmon tastes different. Not just king salmon versus sockeye salmon, but this king salmon versus the one next to it. The important lesson I learned from Chef Clark is that if you don’t start at the beginning then you will never know what you are working with. He instilled in me the drive to get back to the source and to approach ingredients at their most basic level.














The Flavor of Fresh


In my first job as an executive chef, I began purchasing locally produced vegetables and meat from a couple of small farms that were already supplying several other chefs in Washington, D.C. The flavors were a revelation. The carrots were sweeter, the lettuce crisper and full of life. The dishes in which those ingredients were used really stood out, but not because of my efforts. When you have great ingredients, the easiest and best thing to do is to let them shine. I began to realize that, more often than not, I was complicating dishes, using too many ingredients or combinations that were forced. I began to develop confidence in the products I was buying. And I began to develop confidence in myself.


Being a chef is no easy task. Aside from the ridiculous hours, it is a profession in which you are judged from a uniquely subjective viewpoint, and on every dish. I, like most young chefs, initially thought that the best ingredient on the plate was me, that through my manipulation and effort, I was going to make plates that wowed. But as I tasted the produce that was being brought to my kitchen, I began to understand that the flavor of an unadorned, summer-ripe tomato would never be bested, not even by my greatest efforts. That’s when I learned to step back a little, to take myself off the plate. And by doing so, cooking became easier. I then understood that my role was to taste the ingredients, come up with intelligent and supportive pairings, and do only what was necessary to get those flavors to the plate.


As a result, my food has gotten a lot simpler. It has fewer ingredients, and a happy by-product is that it’s easier to manage and to execute correctly on a busy night. I’ve developed techniques to coax the most flavor out of the few ingredients I use. I now really apply what Chef Clark taught me. In short, my food has gotten better. I am comfortable with what I serve. It feels right to me, homey but still sufficiently sophisticated for a restaurant audience. After years of slow-simmered veal stocks, of immersion in the latest techniques of avant-garde cuisine, of outright misguided ego, I am cooking food that I know—the food I grew up with. These are the flavors I have known since childhood. In short, I am cooking an updated version of my dad’s cuisine. But even with training and some good advice along the way, I still like a good punch of vinegar in my salads.
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Brining


A long time ago, I was introduced to the idea of brining a chicken before roasting it. The stark and shocking difference that it made to the quality of the meat was an eye-opening moment for me as a cook. I have since brined every piece of chicken I cook, and I have taken this technique further, to include presalting or brining nearly every protein—yes, that includes seafood—that passes through my kitchen. Brining is very important to all the recipes in this book and it is one of the things that sets apart my fish cooking from others. See Brining for details.
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It’s More Than a Meal


I expect a lot from food. I expect it to yield good health and joy and to be a cause for bringing together family and building an understanding of our place in a wider community. I also expect to have fun—both when I cook and when I sit down to eat. Cooking, as my dad well knew, is a way to make life better. It should be stress free. I try to reflect that in my own style of cooking.


What do I look for in a meal? For health, I start with wholesome ingredients. For joy, I use tasty ingredients like butter and salt, but in moderation. For family, I work hard to make my recipes easy to prepare. Dinner shouldn’t be a train wreck of competing interests and you should be able to sit down at the table ready to enjoy the company of those you love most. For community, we start at the beginning, just as Chef Clark taught. Think not only of how an ingredient might affect you, but consider also the often far-flung connections that food creates for the global community.
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Butter Is the Devil


Okay, now that I have your attention, I’d like to retract that statement. I agree that we need to reduce fat in our diet, but demonizing it isn’t the answer. Our ubiquitous use and unknowing consumption of fat are the problems. We have become so accustomed to its almost invisible presence that we don’t recognize how great an ingredient it can be when brought front and center and used with confidence. I use fat in many of my recipes, but I use it conspicuously, topping a fillet with a finishing pat of anchovy butter, for example. The butter, as it slowly melts from the heat of the fillet, gives off a fragrant aroma that is at once nutty and sweet, plus there’s the wonderful visual appeal. That’s what I call sexy fat. The same goes for olive oil drizzled over char-grilled kale so that all the fruity and grassy aromas of the gently warmed oil waft off the plate. To me that is a good use of calories.


And consider this. If a small amount of butter makes broccoli taste good to you and your kids, and it gets that broccoli into your mouths, then that fat is probably a healthful use of calories. Food is meant to be enjoyed, but it should also sustain us. What I’m saying is, find the balance. Spend some money on a great-tasting olive oil. Buy a high-quality butter from a local dairy that makes you sigh with happiness when you taste it. Then use small amounts of each to great effect in the dishes you prepare.














Salt to Taste . . . A Brief Love Story


“Salt to taste” is one of those ideas that need some explaining. Chefs are in love with salt. We brine things to flavor and moisten them. We come up with flavored salts to accent our dishes. We fall prey to what we call “sexy salts,” such as the big, beautiful flakes of Maldon sea salt or the hyper-colored red Hawaiian sea salt or Himalayan pink rock salt. We are not afraid to add salt, but we also understand that it’s all about balance. For some dishes, we want the salt itself to come forward, but in most cases salt’s role is to enhance the other flavors in the preparation.


Home cooks seem to have a love/hate relationship with salt. They either love it too much and add so much that every dish is distinctly salty or they don’t use it at all. The latter case could be because they or someone in the family needs to moderate sodium intake for health reasons or because they’ve heard so much negative information about sodium. But I have a feeling that it is simply because they’ve never learned how to use salt appropriately.


A lot of recipes call for salt “to taste.” This phrase acknowledges the fact that people’s tastes are different. What is salty to one is underseasoned to another. In my recipes, when I say salt “to taste,” I mean salt the dish to the point that it tastes great to you—not until it tastes salty. But I would ask that you push yourself to experiment. Try this: keep seasoning a small part of a dish until it tastes too salty, measuring the amount of salt you add as you go. This is best done with something like mashed potatoes, where you can separate off a portion to play around with and then mix it back into the pot. You will probably be surprised at how much salt you can add before it tastes salty. You will also notice how the flavor of the dish gets better as you add that salt.


So I say to those of you who are stingy with the salt shaker, use more salt. If you’re eating real food, meaning fresh vegetables, fish, meat, and poultry that haven’t been processed, then the amount you’re consuming is far less than what you’d get in most snacks, chips, and other products.


When I cook I use kosher salt for nearly every application. I highly recommend using this variety as it has a significant volume, making it easy to train your fingers to feel how much salt you are adding to a dish. If you use the same salt over and over again you will begin to develop a physical memory that will take a lot of the guesswork out of seasoning.














Black Pepper


I love black pepper, but it has its place, and it doesn’t belong in every dish. I had trouble getting my cooks to realize this, so for a time I simply banned black pepper from the kitchen until everyone could be retrained on how to use it.


Here’s the pitch: Salt and pepper are seemingly best friends, and they are often applied to foods at the same time. But pepper doesn’t possess the same chemical properties as salt. Because of its make-up, salt has the capacity to enhance and magnify the flavors of other ingredients. It also has the ability to draw out sweetness. Pepper, on the other hand, makes things taste more like, well, pepper. If pepper belongs in the mix of flavors in a dish, then by all means use it. But I urge you to think about what you are doing before you add this very potent and somewhat overpowering component. Does the delicate flavor of sablefish benefit from a showering of freshly ground pepper? Does peppery fresh arugula really need more bite in the form of peppercorns? Pepper is often best added at the end of a dish, grinding the peppercorns directly over the food so as to make the most of its fruity aroma. My recommendation is to taste a dish first, add a small amount of pepper, then decide whether it needs more.
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As for white pepper, it’s just plain overpowering to my taste. I never use it under any circumstance.
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Citrus and Seafood


Citrus is an absolute blessing. It might be, other than salt, the easiest way to make your food delicious. Acid, like salt, helps to punctuate flavors and enliven the palate. Think about eating something fatty. It gets boring pretty quickly because the flavor is one-dimensional. Food that has been punched up with acid, whether citrus, vinegar, or wine, on the other hand, has a lot more lasting appeal. Lemons in particular seem to be just the thing for almost any seafood dish. I like to use acid throughout the cooking process, but even a few drops squeezed over the top as the dish goes to the table really amplify the flavor. My favorite is Meyer lemon, a cross between a mandarin orange and a lemon.


It has a thin skin and a sweet, juicy flesh that is aromatic and can fill a room with its gin-like floral scent. Usually available in stores from fall through early spring, Meyer lemons are culinary magic. I often bring a basket of them as a gift when we are invited to dinner at a friend’s house.


Cutting Citrus into Segments


This is a technique I use throughout the book; it eliminates the membrane, which can make citrus chewy. Cut the fruit over a bowl to catch the juices.


1. Using a paring knife, slice off both the top and the bottom of the fruit to expose the flesh.


2. Slice off the peel, cutting down the side and following the curve of the fruit.


3. When the bitter-tasting white pith has been entirely removed, cut between each of the membranes to release the individual segments.
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Herbs and Spices Dried herbs and spices are among the best ways to add big flavor to a dish without adding fat. Below is a list of my favorites for cooking seafood, some of which may surprise you. Please remember that spices don’t last forever. After a few months (sooner, if they’ve been exposed to heat or sunlight), most ground herbs and spices lose their punch and should be replaced. Buy the smallest containers you can find, unless you know you’ll be using a particular spice on a regular basis.


Cilantro is a popular herb, and you will see that I use it in many recipes. I like to keep it whole, just as with parsley. I think that so much of the joy in cilantro is in that initial bite—the cool aromas fill the senses and really punctuate and draw out the sweetness of whatever it is prepared with. If you chop it, just give it a quick once over with a super sharp knife so that most of the aroma is maintained. When herbs are chopped to a powder then all of the oils, aromas, and flavors are lost to the cutting board and it just becomes something green. I pair cilantro with nearly any style of cuisine, so don’t feel as though it has a place only in guacamole. It can be one of the most rewarding herbs to use.


Cinnamon is an underappreciated and, I would say, underutilized spice. It has a depth and range of flavor that complements both savory and sweet dishes. My friend Joshua is obsessed with the combination of cinnamon and tomatoes, and I love it with the flavors of lemon and olive oil. I use a pinch of cinnamon in one of my dry rubs, as it brings out the warmth in smoky flavors when grilling.


I have recently discovered Mexican cinnamon (called canela in Spanish, it’s actually from Ceylon). It’s highly spicy, as in heat, with a very pronounced flavor. I never understood why cinnamon candies were spicy hot until I tried this variety. It is best used freshly grated over a dish just as it comes to the table. I like to use a Microplane® or a nutmeg grater for this purpose.


Coriander is the seed of the cilantro plant; it shares some of cilantro’s flavor qualities but is at the same time unique. I love the bright, clean taste of the seeds, which, like fennel seeds, play very well with others. In fact, I like to use coriander and fennel together, as they have complementary roles. Coriander really punctuates other flavors and provides interesting depth. I like to use it with milder tasting fish such as halibut and sablefish. Some people complain that coriander—and fresh cilantro—can taste soapy (this seems to be a genetically determined tendency), but chances are, if you like one, you will like the other.


Dill is a favorite staple of northern European cuisines, and it certainly has its place in seafood cookery. It is the perfect herb to pair with salmon and trout but goes well in many applications. I like it tossed into mixed greens to give an everyday salad a burst of flavor. It does wonders for tomatoes as it really draws out the cool acidic bite, especially with heirloom varieties such as Cherokee purple or the super sweet sun gold cherry tomatoes.


Fennel seed is one of those spices that a lot of people think they don’t like. But if you ask them whether they like Italian sausage, well, absolutely. Surprise, surprise, fennel seed is one of the primary flavor notes in Italian sausage. It can be a very effective layering spice, as it tends to blend in and rarely overpowers; it plays well with others. I like it ground, but the flavor is stronger if it’s used whole. Ground is best in vinaigrettes or quick-cooked sauces, where you want a smooth texture.



[image: 9781402792106_0019_002]


To toast fennel seeds,  place them in a dry pan over medium heat and cook, tossing, until their aroma is strong, about two minutes.


To grind fennel seeds,  place them in a mortar and, using the pestle, grind to a fine powder. Or you can use a coffee grinder; just make sure it is clean first. Also, think twice before using your everyday coffee grinder because your coffee will taste off for a few days. For that reason, I have a coffee grinder that I use exclusively for spices.







Mace is the lacy outer covering of the nutmeg seed. It has a scent and flavor similar to nutmeg but I don’t consider it a “baking spice” because it has a slightly more savory character. I like to use mace when I smoke seafood— it combines with those flavors in a way that is just sublime. I also use it in spice mixes. You can buy whole mace (called blade mace) to grind fresh as you need it, or ground mace, which I’ve found to be a fine product.


Nutmeg is like cinnamon, in that most people don’t think of it as a savory spice, but rather as a garnish for warm autumn or winter drinks such as mulled cider. But in those same months, I love to grate a little nutmeg over the top of a dish. It adds a spectacular dimension and an enticing aroma. Try it on summer and autumn squash—it’s a wonderful pairing. If you’ve never used whole nutmeg, you’re in for a treat. You can grate it using a special grater, a Microplane, or the smallest holes on a box grater. Previously ground nutmeg bears no relation to the intense fragrance and flavor of freshly grated nutmeg.


Oregano has two completely different identities. When it’s fresh, I find it brash and often overpowering. Dried, it can provide a great layer of flavor when simmered in soups or added to roasted vegetables. It needs to be used with care, as it can easily become a dominant flavor. I use it in both the dried leaf form as well as the powdered version, depending on the dish. The best oregano is dried on the stalk and is available bundled into very delicate bouquets in Mediterranean specialty foods stores.


Parsley gets a slightly larger role in my kitchen than in most chefs’. With all of its delicious flavor, potent aroma, and pleasing texture, chefs usually just chop it to bits (literally) and lose any of the real value in using it. But I love to keep the leaves whole, adding them to salads and tossing them into vegetables just before serving. The flavors keep better and it really adds a nice touch to a dish. I always use flat leaf, or Italian, parsley, as I think that it has a more balanced flavor than the curly variety.


Red chile flakes are a great way to bring depth and complexity to a dish without adding a whole lot of heat. Using fresh chiles can be a risky enterprise, as you never know how spicy any particular chile (even from one jalapeño to the next, for instance) will be. A slight bit of heat can really punctuate a dish in ways that enliven the palate and keep the dish bright and interesting. Chile flakes sprinkled on a slice of pizza provide just a hint of spice and keep you wanting more. I like to grind the chile flakes to embolden the complex flavors without going overboard on the heat. This can be done as needed in small batches with a mortar and pestle.


Smoked paprika from Spain is one of my favorite pantry items. It possesses the deep, rich flavor of the pepper and a wonderful smoky essence that is beautiful. It’s available in three levels of heat—sweet, bittersweet, and hot. I prefer sweet, which isn’t actually sweet; it’s mild. Paprika is fat soluble, so when it is added to a dish, it is best when combined with a fat such as olive oil or butter in order to really bring out its flavor. I use smoked paprika in place of bacon in some dishes, yielding a preparation that is lighter but still complex in flavor. And in spice mixtures, it provides a nice foundation for other spices to play off. I find I also turn to it frequently during the winter, when I can’t get outside to grill.


Thyme is one of the best herbs to grow, as you often only need one sprig to add its deep rich flavor to a dish. Thyme, along with rosemary, is what I call a hard herb. I tend to use soft herbs— parsley, dill, cilantro—as they are added in at the very end of a preparation and give vibrancy and life to a dish. Hard herbs, though, are best when added at the beginning of the cooking process. I like to sauté thyme in with the butter when I cook vegetables, or toss the leaves into the cavity of a fish before I roast it. The tiny leaves are perfectly edible, but the woody stems must always be removed before the dish is served.
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Dried oregano














Pantry Items There are a few ingredients that I almost always reach for when cooking. They are all of high quality and have robust flavors that contribute to the overall character of my dishes. Think of your pantry like a salad. It should be a mix of great ingredients, all of which complement each other while having unique characters of their own.


Capers These are a great little treasure to have around, though I often see jars of them languishing unloved at the back of refrigerators. Capers are the buds of a bush that’s native to the Mediterranean. Capers are sold in a variety of sizes, ranging from tiny little ones to big over-the-top two-bite caper berries, which are the fruit of the caper bush.


Most capers are sold brined, submerged in a salty, slightly acidic bath. These need to be washed before using them. I’ll soak them for a few hours in water to cover to remove some of the salt. Capers are also available packed in salt. These have a cleaner, more “flowery” flavor than brined capers. They should be soaked in water before use, at least for a few hours, if not overnight. Whichever type you use, capers add a nice little flavor punch to a dish—as a last-minute addition, they yield big results.


Extra-Virgin Olive Oil This is one of the staples of my kitchen. I often have a couple varieties around, each for a different purpose. I cook with canola oil when searing a fillet, but whenever the oil will be a part of the dish—as when sautéing a vegetable like zucchini, whose juices combine with the oil—I always use a good quality extra-virgin olive oil. For cooking, I buy it by the gallon and use it with abandon. You should be able to find an oil you like for about twenty-five dollars a gallon, and it will keep in a cool dark place for months. The secret is to look in ethnic stores, where they don’t see olive oil as a luxury but as an essential kitchen staple. Another economical source is price clubs, which carry multiple brands.


For salad dressings, I like to use an extra-virgin olive oil with a more pronounced flavor. Oils with a peppery bite are great for this purpose. I also have a couple of top-quality/top-dollar bottles around that I drizzle over dishes. For simply grilled seafood served with lemon, a final shot of a great olive oil can add a huge dose of personality.


Olive oils can be as complex as wines, so it pays to experiment and find a few different brands or types that you really like. Most gourmet stores will have a few bottles open for tasting, but do not think that the varieties sold in grocery stores can’t match up. Sure, the single-acre, family-owned, generations-old, varietal-specific, hand-crushed, priest-blessed, sacrificial blood of Olympus olive oil on sale at fancy kitchen stores for $119 is great. In fact, it can be really, really great. But for most of us, the grocery store brand can be just as satisfying an investment. You simply have to taste and decide.


Wherever you buy your olive oil, it should be well balanced and not too strongly flavored. Grassy olive oils are best for bread dipping. Peppery ones work well for salads and vegetables that have some sweetness. Freshly pressed oils can be worthwhile, but tricky, as they can have slightly volatile and powerful flavors. Fruity low-acid oils are my choice for drizzling over grilled seafood.
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Raw quinoa






Nuts Nuts are probably the most consistent ingredient in my cooking other than salt. They are adaptable to different flavors and add so much personality and texture to a dish. I always try to have pistachios, almonds, pecans, walnuts, and pine nuts on hand. I make sauces from them, add them to vegetable braises and roasts, and use them for added texture and substance in salads. I also like to use nut oils as a finishing touch of flavor for steamed or boiled vegetables.


If you have the opportunity to taste nuts before purchasing them (say, in the bulk foods aisle of the supermarket), by all means do. They should be sweet and aromatic; if they exhibit any bitterness at all, don’t buy them—they are not fresh.


Quinoa is actually the seed of a leafy green vegetable plant, rather than a cereal grain, and is one of my favorite pantry ingredients. It is highly nutritious and one of the few plant-based complete proteins, containing all the essential amino acids the body can’t produce in nutritionally significant amounts. It’s also high in iron and other minerals. In our house we eat it a couple times a week, sometimes as a side dish, sometimes as the foundation for a meatless meal. I like to cook quinoa pilaf style (see Pecan Quinoa Pilaf), briefly sautéing it in butter or olive oil in order to enhance its already nutty flavor.


Quinoa has a natural bitter coating that needs to be removed before cooking. Be sure to wash it under cold running water, rubbing the grains with your fingers, then rinse it until the water runs clear, about 3 minutes.
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Toasting Nuts


I like to toast nuts, either dry in the oven or submerged in oil and cooked slowly on the stovetop. Both methods develop an incredible depth of flavor in the nuts. To toast nuts in the oven, scatter them evenly on a baking sheet large enough to hold them in a single layer. Bake in a preheated 325-degree oven for 5 to 8 minutes, depending on their size. The nuts should develop a sweet and potent aroma. They do not necessarily need to change color; all you are trying to do is to enliven the natural oils within. Only dry toast what you are going to use in the next couple of days, as the nuts go rancid much more quickly once they’re cooked.


For the stovetop method, use olive oil, and cook a few cups’ worth—the oil will take on the flavor of the nut and is a great medium for sautéing fresh vegetables (nuts will keep, refrigerated, for several weeks).
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Equipping the 
 Fish Kitchen
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I have just a few tools that I rely on to get me through the preparation of any meal. This is by no means an exhaustive list of everything in my kitchen, but here are all the things that I keep at the ready when I cook.


Heatproof spatula This is the perfect kitchen tool. I use it to stir in pots, to flip seafood, to spoon out mayonnaise— whatever I need it for. And it is nonporous, so after a quick wipe with a towel it’s clean enough to put right back to use.


Knives Kitchen knives are among those things that are all too tempting for the new cook. And I have seen too many stores willing to sell you things you just don’t need. In truth, the most important thing about a knife for the home cook is not which chef endorses it, how it feels in your hand, or even what high-tech, Star Trek–type material it’s made from. For a restaurant prep cook who is going to blow through fifty cases of vegetables in the next few hours, well then, yes, the grip does matter. But you are most likely going to be cutting no more than a few onions and a couple of cloves of garlic at a time, so buy a knife appropriate to your actual use.


In my kitchen, I use just three knives, although I have a lot more left over from my overzealous early years. I mostly use a six-inch chef’s knife. It is great for chopping and slicing and is small enough to give good control for delicate filleting operations. A paring knife and a long, thin-bladed slicing knife are the other two that I could not do without. Although nearly everything can be accomplished with the chef’s knife, it is much easier to slice large roasts and paper-thin raw fish ribbons with the elegant slicing knife. Paring knives can’t be beat for small tasks like coring tomatoes, peeling apples, and other such detailed utilitarian operations.


Once you settle on what type of knife you need, ask yourself this: “Can I sharpen this knife effectively?” Experience has taught me to use easy-to-sharpen, hard-rubber-handled knives that cost no more than forty dollars. Knives break. Knives end up in the garbage disposal. Knives open Christmas packages and those damn plastic encasements that other knives are packaged in. In short, a knife is a tool meant to be used as a tool. It is not meant as an opportunity to genuflect to generations of culinarians before you. It is not your soul connection to the late James Beard, nor will it channel the spirit of Julia into your cooking.


Spend the money on a sharpening stone and invest some time on a class, offered at most specialty kitchen stores such as Williams-Sonoma, or on YouTube, to learn how to sharpen that forty-dollar knife and it will be with you for a long, long time. Well, depending on how many plastic packages you open with it.


Microplane This is one of the best kitchen gadgets around. Sure, you could do without one, but it makes easy work of zesting, grating, and chopping small ingredients like garlic.


Tongs I use tongs for everything, as an extension of my hands, to help keep everything clean while I cook. They are especially useful on the grill. I have heard that some chefs are not keen on handling seafood with tongs, but to my mind, they are the gentlest way to manipulate any food. Just remember to clean them after touching raw fish.


Towels Get yourself some really cheap bar mops, as they are called in kitchen stores. These heavyweight square towels are not so big that they droop out of your hand onto the burner to catch fire. Nor are they too small to wipe your hands on or to remove a pan from the oven. Use only one towel per meal, become very familiar with it, and know where it is at all times. This will make you a more efficient cook.


A giant cutting board Having a mental picture of the meal you are about to cook and the process by which it will happen greatly increases your chance of success. Having one big board that you can organize yourself on is a great step in this direction.


Instant-read meat thermometer I don’t use this very often, but when I need it, there is simply no alternative. I often call for cooking at low temperatures in this book, so it might be useful to have a device that can tell you when the poaching liquid has reached 170 degrees, for example.


Cookware I am lucky in that I have a kitchen well equipped with Le Creuset pans. They are simply the best pans that I have ever worked with. Although expensive, they will last forever if taken care of properly, so they are a worthwhile investment.
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A Cook’s Quick 
 Guide to Fish


I’ve included in this chapter a primer on pretty much everything you need to know about the fish in this book— from sustainability to selection.


Seafood as a Seasonal Food


Many of the delicacies of the world’s oceans, rivers, and lakes have a specific season in which they are most accessible, best flavored, or available at all. Some of the most famous, like Copper River salmon in Alaska or shad roe on the East Coast, are a cause for celebration every year when they return to the market because their availability is so limited. Like strawberries and asparagus, they herald the coming of a new season.


Admittedly, it can be difficult to detect this seasonality. Canned products, quick-frozen products, and farm-raised seafood allow us to enjoy shrimp, salmon, crab, and much more year round. But nothing can compare to the taste of super-fresh fish or shellfish, in season, at the height of its flavor. A just-harvested clam eaten outdoors, with the smell of a gentle salt breeze in the air, or the rich vitality of a salmon recently plucked from a stream is an experience that is of a particular place and time. However, if you are not on the seashore, the freshest (and still seasonal) fish might be in the frozen aisle. More on that later.


Being aware of the seasonality of seafood is also important because it helps to connect us to where that fish or oyster or crab came from and how it was caught or harvested. Understanding that your shrimp are (or were, as I was writing this book) coming from the Gulf of Mexico or that your salmon is from the icy waters of Alaska establishes a geographic and communal connection. If your seafood remains a generic, anonymous product that seems simply to come from a warehouse somewhere, it is easier to overlook the damage that industrial fishing has inflicted on the ocean. If you choose to enjoy seafood seasonally and with knowledge of its origin and harvest, you can support fishermen who are acting responsibly, which will help us to create more sustainable and profitable fisheries—although it is not quite that simple. 


In an effort to get you to think this way, I’ve arranged the recipes in this book by season, with sections of vegetable recipes to accompany your meals at the end of each chapter. Many of the fish in these chapters are farm-raised seafood or are canned and smoked products that are available year round, so I correlate the recipe to the vegetables used to set the stage. The period of time a particular fish may be in season can extend across our seasons, so don’t be surprised to see halibut, for instance, in spring, summer, and fall. Those recipes will differ and reflect the time of year, though, in the vegetables I pair with the fish, as well as the cooking method I use. In the chapter A Separate Season, I highlight seafood that is available year round—sustainable farm-raised fish and shellfish, as well as canned seafood products.


To Catch a Fish


Fish are caught using a variety of methods, some of which are environmentally sound, while others are capable of bringing about the wholesale destruction of our oceans. It is important to learn a little about how a fish ends up on your plate so that you can make informed choices. First, it helps to understand the terms used to describe fisheries.


Fishery This refers to all the actions, people, and places involved in catching fish. It is important to understand that fishery does not exist without our effort. We all too often believe a fishery is a resource created for our sustenance. Rather, the word describes the effort put forth by humans to remove sea life from the oceans in order to make them available for consumption.
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Bycatch This is all the other sea life that comes up in a net or on a line that was not targeted by the fishermen. Bycatch has been a major problem with many of the world’s fisheries, as unwanted and unsalable sea life has been needlessly destroyed in order to bring seafood to market.


Pole caught This is what most people think of when they think about going fishing: a fisherman with his or her fishing pole. This is a very sustainable way to catch fish, as there is very little bycatch. A baited or rigged line is thrown into the water with the intent of catching a certain species. Targeting the species by the season and the type of bait used allows for strict selection of what is removed from the water. Pole-caught fish is usually of the highest quality, as it is caught near to shore and arrives at market quickly.


Purse seine This is a circular net used to trap a school of fish, such as sardines; squid and some salmon are also caught this way. It is considered an environmentally sound method of harvest with little bycatch because the nets are deployed only when the school of fish is identified.


Trolling This is when multiple baited hooks are towed behind a boat. It is in effect the same as pole caught. Any bycatch is removed from the hooks and returned to the water immediately. Like pole-caught seafood, fish caught using this method are usually of very high quality, as trolling is done close to shore and the product arrives at market quickly.


Trapping A baited cage is placed on the water’s bottom (think lobster traps). This is a highly sustainable method, as bycatch is returned to the water alive.


Gillnetting A nearly invisible net is strung across a span of water. As fish swim through it they get caught in the net by their gills. There can be some incidental bycatch, as everything of a certain size will get stuck in the net. But these nets are usually strung in areas where a certain type of fish is abundant, leading to low bycatch.


Long line This method deploys a series of baited hooks strung on a long line that is set at different depths, depending on the desired catch. Bycatch can be a major issue with this type of fishing, in particular marine birds and turtles. While some fishermen use long line safely, you should generally avoid fish that has been caught this way.


Trawling A large net is dragged behind a boat and then hauled onboard. This method is responsible for the worst damage to the oceans. It catches absolutely everything in its path, including juvenile fish, turtles, old leather boots, you name it. Trawls are deployed at various depths in the ocean with varying impact. Midwater trawls are still indiscriminate, but are better than bottom trawls, which can rake the sea floor clean of life, as well as disfigure rocky bottoms. Think of it this way: trawling over rocks and coral is the marine equivalent of hunting deer in the woods with a bulldozer. Some major advances have been made in trawling technology, but it still remains one of the most destructive fishing methods.


Dredging This is when a cage is dragged along the sea floor to catch bottom-dwellers. Often used to harvest scallops, clams, and oysters, this method results in bycatch as well as habitat destruction. Dredges that operate in water with sandy bottoms are not as destructive as those used over rocky terrain.















[image: 9781402792106_0031_001]


Sustainability Through Portion Size


The easiest and most important thing we can do to help the oceans is to moderate our consumption of sea life. I call for moderate portion sizes in this book, five ounces for a single serving. To my mind, part of being environmentally responsible is eating in balance, which means a just-big-enough serving of protein and an abundance of vegetables. We need to understand the direct connection between our food consumption and the pressure put on our environment to produce that food. By moderating our intake of ocean-based protein, we take pressure off the fish populations and our wallets. For too long our average portions of protein have been too big. This has a deleterious effect on our bodies as well as the environment. In our house the vegetables come first, and the protein is the side dish. So, I encourage you to make good use of the vegetable and side dishes in this book.
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