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Pleasure and perfection


When you acknowledge, as you must, that there is no such thing as perfect food, only the idea of it, then the real purpose of striving toward perfection becomes clear: to make people happy. That’s what cooking is all about.
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Carnaroli Risotto with Shaved White Truffles from Alba





But to give pleasure, you have to take pleasure yourself. For me, it’s the satisfaction of cooking every day: tournéing a carrot, or cutting salmon, or portioning foie gras—the mechanical jobs I do daily, year after year. This is the great challenge: to maintain passion for the everyday routine and the endlessly repeated act, to derive deep gratification from the mundane.


Say, for instance, you intend to make a barigoule, a stew of artichoke hearts braised with carrots and onions, fresh herbs, oil, and wine. You may look at your artichokes and think “Look at all those artichokes I’ve got to cut and clean.” But turning them—pulling off the leaves, trimming their stems, scooping out the chokes, pulling your knife around its edge—that is cooking. It is one of my favorite things to do.


Another source of pleasure in cooking is respect for the food. To undercook a lobster and serve it to a customer, and have him send it back, is not only a waste of the lobster and all those involved in its life, it’s a waste of the potential of pleasing that customer. Respect for food is a respect for life, for who we are and what we do.


The foie gras preparations in this book are among my favorites because foie gras engenders so many different feelings. It’s luxurious. It’s rare and expensive. It’s visually and texturally rich, a very sensual thing. But the slow-cooking short ribs and oxtail and artichoke barigoule bring me some of the deepest pleasures of cooking I know. The process of braising, and the amazing aroma of floured meat in hot oil, is incomparable: taking the braising pan out of the oven to see the rich color of the liquid and the slow thick bubble of the deepening sauce, the beautiful clear layer of fat on top. When you’ve pulled your pot from the oven to regard your braise, to really see it, to smell it, you’ve connected yourself to generations and generations of people who have done the same thing for hundreds of years in exactly the same way. My mentor, Roland Henin, told me something long ago that changed the way I thought about cooking: “If you’re a really good cook,” he said, “you can go back in time.”


Cooking is not about convenience and it’s not about shortcuts. The recipes in this book are about wanting to take the time to do something that I think is priceless. Our hunger for the twenty-minute gourmet meal, for one-pot ease and prewashed, precut ingredients has severed our lifeline to the satisfactions of cooking. Take your time. Take a long time. Move slowly and deliberately and with great attention.


The idea of cooking and the idea of writing a cookbook are, for me, in conflict. There is an inherent contradiction between a cookbook, which is a collection of documents, and a chef, who is an evolving soul not easily transcribed in recipe form. A recipe has no soul. You, as the cook, must bring soul to the recipe. These recipes, a record of my evolution, have been painstakingly documented, but they should be used as tools rather than as exact blueprints.


I can tell you the mechanics—how to make a custard, for instance. But you won’t have a perfect one if you merely follow my instructions. If you don’t feel it, it’s not a perfect custard, no matter how well you’ve executed the mechanics. On the other hand, if it’s not literally a perfect custard, but you have maintained a great feeling for it, then you have created a recipe perfectly because there was that passion behind what you did.


These recipes, then, although exact documents of the way food is prepared at the French Laundry, are only guidelines. You’re not going to be able to duplicate the dish that I made. You may create something that in composition resembles what I made, but more important—and this is my greatest hope—you’re going to create something that you have deep respect and feelings and passions for. And you know what? It’s going to be more satisfying than anything I could ever make for you.



THE ROAD TO THE FRENCH LAUNDRY


In the spring of of 1992, I came to Yountville in the Napa Valley on the advice of a friend to look at the French Laundry. The grounds were enclosed by honeysuckle, and climbing roses covered an arched trellis leading into the courtyard. It seemed as if I’d been heading there my whole working life.


The French Laundry is a sixteen-hundred-square-foot structure, built in 1900 with the valley’s river rock and timber. It’s been many things to many people throughout its history—a residence, a French steam laundry, a saloon and brothel, and then a residence again before it became a restaurant: its best self, I think. The natural stone modesty comforts people who come here and helps us to focus on our work.


I have always maintained that the Napa Valley is a perfect place for a restaurant—it’s the only place in the country where people come specifically to drink excellent wines and eat fine food. But there’s more to its appeal: Thirty-five miles long and up to five miles wide, it is American bounty itself. Its first residents, the Wappo Indians, never learned to farm, because food just grew all year long. Their word nappa is sometimes translated as “plenty.”


But the Napa Valley has not always been an emblem of rustic luxury, and the town of Yountville certainly hasn’t. “An outlaw town,” one valley resident called it. “Prostitution, gambling. Big, big party town. Things going on in unmarked buildings.”


A North Carolina fur trapper founded Yountville in the 1830s, the first official town in the valley, and for most of its history it was anything but refined. The bulk of its population lived in the Veterans Home, which sheltered men returning from the Civil War and the Spanish-American War and continued this role right on through the Vietnam War, during which time Don Schmitt, a Fresno banker, and his wife, Sally, moved to town.


By then, 1967, Yountville’s glamorous outlaw days had disintegrated into nothing more than a row of bars serving the veterans, trailers and ramshackle homes, and rooming houses. “It was a cesspool,” said Don, who would become its mayor, orchestrate its regeneration, and, with Sally, open the French Laundry in 1978.


The late 1960s was an exciting time in the region, then a rugged territory of undeveloped farmland and abandoned prune and walnut orchards. Yountville sat like a quiet Mason-Dixon line between St. Helena lifting its eyebrows from the north at the townies of Napa in the south. And then a new wave of young winemakers arrived and tapped the power of The Grape. The grape to Napa is like the microchip to Silicon Valley, like oil to Texas. It would within thirty years transform the United States’ wine business into a world-famous industry and turn the valley itself into the most sophisticated agricultural community on earth.


I gave the French Laundry a new life and it gave me a new life. I don’t see us as being separate entities. Whatever the value of my skills, my knowledge, my sensibilities, they never would have come together in this book had it not been for the French Laundry.



A SAD HAPPY STORY


Autumn 1990 was a sad time in my life. I was going to be leaving New York after ten years. I would be starting life over in Los Angeles, and my new employer there wanted me to prepare a dish for a food and wine benefit there that would really wow people.


Shortly before I moved, some friends took me to our favorite restaurant in Chinatown, and, as always, we went to Baskin-Robbins for ice cream afterward. I’d been nervous about this food and wine event; I guess it had been in the back of my mind for a while. I ordered an ice-cream cone. The guy put it in a little holder—you take it from a holder—and said, “Here’s your cone.”


The moment he said it, I thought “There it is! We’re going to take our standard tuiles, we’re going to make cones with them, and we’re going to fill them with tuna tartare.”


And that’s what we did. Now I use salmon, but you can really use anything. Eggplant caviar and roasted red peppers or tomato confit make a wonderful vegetarian version. You can do it with meat—julienne of prosciutto with some melon. The cone is just a vehicle.


Because it was a canapé that people really began to associate us with, I decided that everyone who eats at the restaurant should begin the meal with this cornet. People always smile when they get it. It makes them happy. But I wouldn’t have come up with it if I hadn’t been sad. I had been handed an ice-cream cone a hundred times before and it had never resulted in the cornet. I had to be sad to see it.


[image: image]



[image: image]




“CORNETS”


Salmon Tartare with Sweet Red Onion Crème Fraiche
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CORNETS


¼ cup plus 3 tablespoons all-purpose flour


1 tablespoon plus 1 teaspoon sugar


1 teaspoon kosher salt


8 tablespoons (4 ounces) unsalted butter, softened but still cool to the touch


2 large egg whites, cold


2 tablespoons black sesame seeds


SALMON TARTARE MAKES ABOUT ¾ CUP


4 ounces salmon fillet (belly preferred), skin and any pin bones removed and very finely minced


¾ teaspoon extra virgin olive oil


¾ teaspoon lemon oil (see Sources)


1½ teaspoons finely minced chives


1½ teaspoons finely minced shallots


½ teaspoon kosher salt, or to taste


Small pinch of freshly ground white pepper, or to taste


SWEET RED ONION CRÈME FRAÎCHE


1 tablespoon finely minced red onions


½ cup crème fraiche


¼ teaspoon kosher salt, or to taste


Freshly ground white pepper to taste


24 chive tips (about 1 inch long)


This is one of my favorite dishes to serve to large groups of people—it’s fun to look at, it’s distinctive, delicious, and doesn’t require a plate or silverware. You can eat it standing up, with a glass of Champagne or wine in one hand. At the French Laundry, I use a specially made Lucite holder to serve these cones, but you might fill a bowl with rock salt, say, or peppercorns, and stand the cones up in this to serve them.


FOR THE CORNETS: In a medium bowl, mix together the flour, sugar, and salt. In a separate bowl, whisk the softened butter until it is completely smooth and mayonnaise-like in texture. Using a stiff spatula or spoon, beat the egg whites into the dry ingredients until completely incorporated and smooth. Whisk in the softened butter by thirds, scraping the sides of the bowl as necessary and whisking until the batter is creamy and without any lumps. Transfer the batter to a smaller container, as it will be easier to work with.


Preheat the oven to 400°F.


Make a 4-inch hollow circular stencil. Place a Silpat (see Sources) on the counter (it is easier to work on the Silpat before it is put on the sheet pan). Place the stencil in one corner of the sheet and, holding the stencil flat against the Silpat, scoop some of the batter onto the back of an offset spatula and spread it in an even layer over the stencil. Then run the spatula over the entire stencil to remove any excess batter. After baking the first batch of cornets, you will be able to judge the correct thickness; you may need a little more or less batter to adjust the thickness of the cornets. There should not be any holes in the batter. Lift the stencil and repeat the process to make as many rounds as you have molds or to fill the Silpat, leaving about 1½ inches between the cornets. Sprinkle each cornet with a pinch of black sesame seeds.


Place the Silpat on a heavy baking sheet and bake for 4 to 6 minutes, or until the batter is set and you see it rippling from the heat. The cornets may have browned in some areas, but they will not be evenly browned at this point.


Open the oven door and place the baking sheet on the door. This will help keep the cornets warm as you roll them and prevent them from becoming too stiff to roll. Flip a cornet over on the sheet pan, sesame seed side down, and place a 4½-inch cornet mold (size #35; see Sources) at the bottom of the round. If you are right-handed, you will want the pointed end on your left and the open end on your right. The tip of the mold should touch the lower left edge (at about 7 o’clock on a clock face) of the cornet. Fold the bottom of the cornet up and around the mold and carefully roll upward and toward the left to wrap the cornet tightly around the mold; it should remain on the sheet pan as you roll. Leave the cornet wrapped around the mold and continue to roll the cornets around molds; as you proceed, arrange the rolled cornets, seam side down, on the sheet pan so they lean against each other, to prevent them from rolling.


When all the cornets are rolled, return them to the oven shelf, close the door, and bake for an additional 3 to 4 minutes to set the seams and color the cornets a golden brown. If the color is uneven, stand the cornets on end for a minute or so more, until the color is even. Remove the cornets from the oven and allow to cool just slightly, 30 seconds or so.


Gently remove the cornets from the molds and cool for several minutes on paper towels. Remove the Silpat from the baking sheet, wipe the excess butter from it, and allow it to cool down before spreading the next batch. Store the cornets for up to 2 days (for maximum flavor) in an airtight container.


FOR THE SALMON TARTARE: With a sharp knife, finely mince the salmon fillet (do not use a food processor, as it would damage the texture of the fish) and place it in a small bowl. Stir in the remaining ingredients and taste for seasoning. Cover the bowl and refrigerate the tartare for at least 30 minutes, or up to 12 hours.


FOR THE SWEET RED ONION CRÈME FRAÎCHE: Place the red onions in a small strainer and rinse them under cold water for several seconds. Dry them on paper towels. In a small metal bowl, whisk the crème fraîche for about 30 seconds to 1 minute, or until it holds soft peaks when you lift the whisk. Fold in the chopped onions and season to taste with the salt and white pepper. Transfer the onion cream to a container, cover, and refrigerate until ready to serve or for up to 6 hours.


TO COMPLETE: Fill just the top ½ inch of each cornet with onion cream, leaving the bottom of the cone empty. (This is easily done using a pastry bag fitted with a ¼-inch plain tip or with the tip of a small knife.) Spoon about 1½ teaspoons of the tartare over the onion cream and mold it into a dome resembling a scoop of ice cream. Lay a chive tip against one side of the tartare to garnish.


pictured  here     MAKES 24 CORNETS
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To make the stencil: Cut the rim from the top of a plastic container. Trace two concentric circles on the lid, the inner 4 inches in diameter, the outer about 4½ inches. Sketch a thumb tab that will make it easy to lift the stencil off the silicon-coated Silpat. Trim around the tab and outer circle. Remove the inner circle so that you have a hollow ring. The batter gets spread to the stencil’s edges, then it’s lifted off, leaving perfectly shaped rounds.
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About the chef


by Michael Ruhlman


“The French Laundry is not new,” Thomas Keller said the first time we spoke. “It’s twenty years old. It’s bigger than me. A lot of people make it what it is. I want this book to be about the French Laundry, not about me.”


One of Thomas’s main claims is that the French Laundry could not be what it is without his purveyors, and he wanted to include a few of their stories. I traveled from the mountains above Napa to the farmlands of Pennsylvania to the cliffs of Maine to talk to them. Almost all of them, I found, either led double lives or had fallen into purveying by accident. Ingrid Bengis, a seafood purveyor, was a writer of some notoriety in the 1970s; Keith Martin was a stockbroker before he was a lamber; and John Mood, hearts of palm grower, remains a commercial airline pilot. I found this extraordinary as the pattern emerged, but soon, it seemed almost inevitable. It was only this kind of person who might bring to the work a passion equal to that of the chef. And it was only this kind of chef who would satisfy this unusual kind of purveyor.


And so, Thomas told me, “Get the story. I want the story to be just as important as the food; otherwise, I’m not interested in doing a cookbook.”


Thomas himself has an unusual story. How did a young man with no special food memories or even any real appreciation for food before the age of twenty become, two decades later, one of the country’s best chefs? There are clues in the critical moments when Thomas learned important lessons that defined how he would work as a chef. Some of those revelations are in this book.


For me, Thomas’s great gift is his example of how to be observant of the world and how food behaves and how we must react as cooks to that food. Largely self-taught, he is a good teacher, conveying not just information, but also how he got that information, as well as its broader meaning and possible uses. Thus, we have taken time to describe food technique, some basic (soups and braising), some refined (working with foie gras).


The recipes run the gamut from simple to difficult as well. Want a real challenge? Try the dish called “Head to Toe.” Want simple? Make the Gazpacho, the Lemon Tart, or the Cream of Walnut Soup. Most of the recipes are time consuming; they require thought and, most important, involvement on the part of the cook. And therein lies the second gift from Thomas Keller. In this age of both intense interest in cooking and hurried, overly busy lives in which there is never enough time, he urges us to move slowly and deliberately, to fully engage ourselves in cooking, to regain the connection to food that we’ve lost in our craving for quick fixes, shortcuts, and processed ingredients. This is not fast food, nor is it four-star cooking simplified for home kitchens. It is four-star cooking, period. Cooking that teaches, that reminds us to return to classical French cuisine both for guidance in technique and for inspiration in creating innovative contemporary food. In the stories, in the techniques, in the recipes lies his call for cooks and chefs of every stripe to respect the food we have and to take more time and greater care in its cooking.
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When in Doubt, Strain: notes on how to use this book



by Susie Heller


The recipes in this book are the exact ones the restaurant uses daily, along with many tips to make them easier to reproduce at home. They have been tested by me, my assistant, Angie Spensieri, and home cooks in various home kitchens.


If the degree of difficulty of a dish exceeds your desire to make it, please remember that it’s all right to do only part of a recipe. Most people, I’m guessing, will not try the pig’s head preparation, but it would be a shame for anyone to miss the gribiche sauce that goes with it. It’s so simple, and it’s great with roast pork. The blini are simple—you need a tamis, but they’ll be the best blini you’ve ever tasted.


So be flexible. If you don’t want to make the tuile cone for the salmon tartare, serve the tartare on toast points. If you don’t have the time for the stock-based sauces, turn to the glazes and the coulis—they’re extraordinarily versatile. Yields are given for many subcomponents, the ones you may want to make on their own.


The recipes are built largely on basic techniques, so as you master them—making beurre monté, for instance, or understanding the glazing and deglazing process—the recipes will become much easier.


The portion sizes are small, based on the multicourse meals (at least five) the French Laundry serves. Most of the recipes can be doubled for larger portions.


Perhaps the most important piece of advice is to read the recipe through before you begin. Some require time and special equipment that you should be sure to have before you commit to the dish.


Sources for food and equipment are listed in the sources section. Finding certain products may depend on where you live. We use gelatin sheets rather than powdered gelatin, for example, because they work better in the small quantities called for here. Many finer grocers carry the sheets; if they are not available, however, you can order them. Most hard-to-find items like gelatin, fleur de sel, and bottarga will last a long time.


I hope this book gives you a sense of what is possible in the home kitchen. I hope you get the same smile on your face that I’ve gotten making these recipes, that God-this-is-great smile when you can’t believe how good it is, that real feeling of accomplishment.
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A FEW ADDITIONAL TIPS


STRAIN AND SKIM. When in doubt, strain. Not a single liquid or purée moves from one place to another at the restaurant except through some kind of strainer. And you must always be skimming—skim, skim, skim.


TAKE YOUR APPLIANCES INTO ACCOUNT. The recipes were developed and tested using a home gas stove. If you’re using an electric stove, remember that the coil takes longer to go from high to medium-low than a gas flame. Oven temperatures vary considerably, so buy a reliable thermometer or have your oven calibrated.


USE GOOD EQUIPMENT. Get a few heavy-bottomed pots and pans—you don’t need dozens. Buy two good baking sheets that don’t buckle in the heat. And look for a great butcher and a good fishmonger with whom you can develop relationships.


TRUST YOUR INSTINCTS. Use common sense when following a recipe. If it calls for a pan on high heat, but the food is burning, it’s probably too hot. If a piece of meat looks as if it’s overcooking, it probably is, so take it out even if it hasn’t been in as long as the recipe says.


SOME SPECIFICS. All eggs are large. All flour is all-purpose flour. Salt, unless specified, is kosher. All pepper is freshly ground. All butter is unsalted. All herbs are fresh. For oil, canola oil is an inexpensive, all-purpose cooking oil; vegetable oil is fine, grapeseed oil is preferable. Sugar is granulated unless otherwise specified. Staple vegetables (carrots, onions) and garlic are always peeled unless otherwise specified. All recipes include volume measurements, but learn to use a scale; weighing ingredients is the most accurate way to measure and will yield the most consistent results.




CANAPÉS
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“Bacon and Eggs”








The law of diminishing returns
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White Truffle Oil—Infused Custard





Most chefs try to satisfy a customer’s hunger in a short time with one or two dishes. They begin with something great. The initial bite is fabulous. The second bite is great. But by the third bite—with many more to come—the flavors begin to deaden, and the diner loses interest. It’s like getting into a hot bath or jumping into a cold pool. At first, the temperature is shocking, but after a few minutes, you get so used to it that you don’t even notice it. Your mouth reacts the same way to flavors and sensations.


Many chefs try to counter the deadening effect by putting a lot of different flavors on the plate to keep interest alive. But then the diner can’t focus on anything because it’s confusing.


What I want is that initial shock, that jolt, that surprise to be the only thing you experience. So I serve five to ten small courses, each meant to satisfy your appetite and pique your curiosity. I want you to say, “God, I wish I had just one more bite of that.” And then the next plate comes and the same thing happens, but it’s a different experience, a whole new flavor and feel.


The way to keep the experience fresh is not by adding more flavors, but rather by focusing more on specific flavors, either by making them more intense than the foods from which they come, or by varying the preparation technique. When I decide to make liver and onions, for instance, I might roast a whole foie gras and serve it with four different onion preparations—confit, roasted, glazed red, and glazed white. Or I might serve a calf’s liver with just two of those preparations. The point is to isolate and enhance flavors, not confuse them. One lamb course might include five different lamb preparations, another might be simply a lamb chop with lamb sweetbreads.


When I combine flavors, I do so in traditional ways. Sometimes that lamb is served with eggplant and mint—a combination verging on cliché. But I roast the eggplant with butter until it is a virtual fondue, and I infuse the mint into a deep emerald oil.


My favorite dishes for inspiration are traditional ones like quiche lorraine, daube of beef, short ribs, sole Véronique. What is sole Véronique? Sole with grapes. At the restaurant, I serve a sole dish with a little more structure to it. I make a stuffing of sultana raisins (dried grapes) and brioche croutons, fold the sole around it to make a kind of package, and serve it with a classic glaçage. It still has the integrity of sole Véronique, but with a modern interpretation.


To achieve the effects I want, I serve courses that are small relative to portions you’ll find at most restaurants. But small is not the point. The point is this: For every course, there is a perfect quantity. Some courses must be small because of what they are: A quail egg is small. One bite is enough; two eggs would be redundant. The scallops we get are about three ounces—nearly as big as a filet mignon. In a meal of five to ten courses, you don’t need more than one scallop.


With foie gras, though, I serve just slightly too much of it, because I want people to know what foie gras is all about. I go overboard with truffles and caviar too, so that people who have perhaps only eaten truffles in stingy quantities can taste them and say, “Oh, now I understand.”



White Truffle Oil—Infused Custards with Black Truffle Ragout
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CHIVE CHIPS


1 large russet potato


2 teaspoons Clarified Butter, melted


Kosher salt


About 20 chive tips (1½ inches long)


CUSTARDS


8 large eggs (with the paper egg carton)


⅔ cup milk


⅔ cup heavy cream


1½ tablespoons white truffle oil


Kosher salt


freshly ground white pepper


TRUFFLE RAGOUT


⅓ cup Veal Stock


1½ teaspoons finely minced black truffle (from a whole truffle, pieces, or peelings)


Few drops of white wine vinegar


1 teaspoon unsalted butter


½ teaspoon white truffle oil


Kosher salt and freshly ground white pepper




	[image: image]


Many ideas are created simply from the need to make use of something. When friends brought us an unexpected gift of farm-fresh eggs, we immediately thought to feature them in a custard. We had truffle scraps and truffle oil on hand. This dish is really that simple: two components, the most fundamental and the most rarefied, come together in an extraordinary way. We bake the custards in cleaned eggshells, then top them with truffle ragout and garnish each with a perfect chive potato chip.





FOR THE CHIVE CHIPS: Have all the ingredients ready when you begin and work quickly to prevent the potato slices from oxidizing (turning brown). One potato will make about 20 chips. You will need only 8 for this recipe; the extras make a great snack.


Preheat the oven to 275°F.


Peel the potato and use a paring knife to trim it into a Band-Aid shape (straight sides, rounded ends) approximately 4 inches long and 1 inch wide.


Brush two Silpats (see Sources) with the clarified butter and sprinkle each lightly with kosher salt. Place one Silpat on a baking sheet. Using a mandoline, cut the potato lengthwise into paper-thin slices. As you work, stack the potatoes in the order you cut them so that you will be able to match them up as closely as possible.


Lay the potato slices on the Silpat in pairs, keeping each one’s match at its side. Place a chive in the center of one of the potato slices and cover each slice with its match. Use your fingers to press and smooth each chip, removing any air pockets between the two potato slices.


Place the second prepared Silpat over the potatoes, buttered side down, and top it with a baking sheet to weight the potatoes and keep them flat. Bake for 20 to 25 minutes, reversing the pan halfway through the cooking process. Remove the chips when they are golden brown. The chive chips can be baked up to 2 days ahead and kept in an airtight container.


TO PREPARE THE EGGSHELLS: Use an egg cutter (see Sources) to cut off the wider end of each egg. Or, if you don’t have an egg cutter, rest an egg on its side on a towel. Holding the egg steady, use a serrated knife to saw halfway through the wider end. Lift the egg upright, remove and discard the lid, pour the egg into a bowl, and save the shell. Repeat with the remaining eggs, reserving 2 separately for the custard.


Rinse the inside of the eggshells under warm water and use your finger to loosen the inner membrane around the opening of the egg. Working all the way around the shell, carefully pull the membrane downward, remove it, and discard.


Break off any loose bits of shell from around the opening and make sure that the opening is large enough for a spoon to fit through it. Drain the eggshells upside down in the egg carton.


FOR THE CUSTARDS: Preheat the oven to 275°F.


Heat the milk and cream in a saucepan. As soon as it reaches a boil, remove the pan from the heat. Turn on a blender and pour in the milk and cream. Then add the truffle oil, the reserved 2 eggs, and salt and white pepper to taste. (Turning on your machine before adding a hot liquid will keep the liquid from splashing out of the machine; should the blender be turned off at any point, be sure to place the lid on the machine before turning it back on.)


Strain the mixture through a chinois into a small pitcher. Let the custard sit for a few minutes and then skim off any foam that has risen to the top. Turn the eggshells upright in the carton and fill each egg three quarters full with the custard.


TO COOK THE EGGS: Use a stainless steel or glass baking pan that is large enough to hold the egg carton and at least 4 inches deep. If you are using a stainless steel pan, fold a piece of newspaper to fit in the bottom; the newspaper will help to distribute the heat evenly. If you are using a glass pan, this is not necessary. Place the carton in the pan and fill the pan with enough hot water to reach two thirds of the way up the eggs, to form a bain-marie, or water bath. The water should be inside the egg carton as well as outside.


Cover the pan with a lid or baking sheet, place it in the middle of the oven, and bake for 40 to 45 minutes, or until the custard is set. (Allowing the custard to cook slowly prevents air pockets.) The finished eggs can be kept in the water in a warm place for up to 2 hours.


FOR THE TRUFFLE RAGOUT: Combine the veal stock, truffles, and a drop or so of vinegar in a small saucepan. You shouldn’t taste the vinegar, but rather use it as you would use salt to enhance the other flavors. Simmer the ragout for 3 to 4 minutes, until it reduces to a sauce consistency and coats the back of a spoon. You will have 3 to 4 tablespoons of sauce.


TO COMPLETE: Swirl the butter and truffle oil into the truffle ragout and season to taste. Place each egg in an egg cup. Spoon about a teaspoon of ragout over the top of each custard. Gently stand a chive chip in each custard.


pictured  here     makes 8 servings



“BACON AND EGGS”


Soft Poached Quail Eggs with Applewood–Smoked Bacon
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10 quail eggs (and their carton)


2 tablespoons white wine vinegar


1 to 2 slices thinly sliced bacon, frozen and cut crosswise into ⅛-inch strips


3 tablespoons Beurre Monté


1 teaspoon water


2 teaspoons Brunoise


Kosher salt and freshly ground black pepper


Serving a dish—whether a shrimp or a small spoonful of crème brûlée—already “plated” on the silverware creates an elegant impression even before you’ve tasted the food. I used to scramble a quail egg and serve it on a soup spoon; here I’ve replaced it with a poached egg. It’s a great little bite. One night a customer told everyone this was so good he could eat ten of them. So we made ten of them and sent them out to him on a plate.


The best method for poaching eggs is in a deep pot of water. As the weight of the yolk pulls the egg through the water, the white encircles the yolk and sets. The deeper the water, the farther the egg travels before it stops, and the more the poached egg will resemble its original shape. You will want to cook a few extra eggs, as there might be some breakage.


In a deep pot, bring at least 6 inches of water to a simmer. Hold each egg on its side on a towel and use a serrated knife to cut halfway through the larger end of the egg. (It is important to cut the large end of the egg, as the yolk may not fit through the smaller end.) Lift the egg and remove the top. Stand the eggs in their carton until you are ready to poach them.


Once the water is simmering gently, add the vinegar. Pour the eggs from the shells into the water, adjusting the temperature as necessary to keep the water moving. Simmer for about 2 minutes, or until the whites are just set but the yolks are still runny. (If the whites are not fully set, they will break apart when touched.) Remove the eggs with a slotted spoon or skimmer to a bowl of ice water. After they have cooled, lift one egg at a time from the ice water and use a pair of scissors to trim their “tails” and excess whites. Return them to the ice water and refrigerate until ready to serve, or for up to 2 days.


Place the bacon in a nonstick skillet over medium heat and sauté for about 5 minutes, or until browned and crisp. Drain the bacon on paper towels.


TO COMPLETE: Remove the cold eggs from the water and place them in a saucepan with the beurre monté and water. Warm the eggs over low heat, then add the brunoise, along with salt and pepper to taste. The eggs can be held in a warm spot for several minutes, but be careful not to overcook them.


Place 1 egg on each of six spoons arranged on a platter. Top each egg with sauce and garnish the tops with the bacon. Pass the spoons to your guests while the eggs are hot.


pictured  here    makes 6 servings


NOTE: Applewood-smoked bacon or any fruitwood-smoked bacon is sweeter than bacon smoked with a hardwood such as hickory. Freeze the bacon to make it easy to slice. Poach the eggs ahead of time and then reheat them with beurre monté. The brunoise, a tiny dice of vegetables, adds bright color and additional flavor (see the photograph).
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Preparing Cauliflower Panna Cotta







For “Oysters and Pearls,” I float one or two plump oysters on top of tapioôa custard, and garnish it with osetra caviar for what has become a signature dish. A lot of people think this is an unusual pairing, but for me it’s logical: tapioca, pearls, pearls, oysters. Logical or not, it’s a very sensual combination. (Choose oysters with the thickest shells; they have the most juice.)
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Osetra caviar for “Oysters and Pearls”






Cauliflower Panna Cotta with Beluga Caviar
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3 oysters, scrubbed with a brush


8 ounces cauliflower, cut into large florets and stems trimmed


2 tablespoons (1 ounce) unsalted butter


About 1½ cups water


1 cup heavy cream


Kosher salt


1⅓ gelatin sheets (see Sources)


Freshly ground black pepper


1 to 2 ounces beluga caviar


I was hoping to make a cold lobster-cauliflower soup—cauliflower purée on the bottom with a clear “mirror” of lobster consommé on top, finished with caviar—but the cream in the cauliflower purée clouded the consommé. The dish’s failure resulted in two terrific canapés: cauliflower panna cotta and gelled lobster consommé.


We prepare the cauliflower as a panna cotta (traditionally an Italian dessert of cooked cream), then coat it with gelled oyster juice, which adds a shine to the cream and creates a bright backdrop for the beluga caviar. The mellow creaminess of the cauliflower is enhanced by and contrasts the saltiness of the caviar.


TO SHUCK THE OYSTERS: Hold an oyster in a towel, to protect your hand, with the rounded side down. Lean the wider end of the oyster against the table for support. Push an oyster knife under the hinge at the narrow end of the shell. Don’t jam the knife in, or you risk damaging the oyster. You will hear a “pop”; twist the knife to loosen the shell. Keeping the knife directly under the top shell, run the blade along the right side to cut through the muscle. This will release the top shell, which can then be removed. Slide the knife under the meat to detach the second muscle holding the oyster in place. Reserve the oyster and all its juices in a small bowl. Repeat with the remaining oysters.


Transfer the oysters to another small bowl. Strain the juices through a fine-mesh strainer into the bowl, pour ¼ cup of water over the oysters, and refrigerate them for several hours, or overnight.


TO PREPARE THE PANNA COTTA: Cut the florets of cauliflower vertically through the stems into ½-inch slices. Spread the cauliflower evenly in a medium saucepan and add the butter and 1½ cups of water, or enough to come just to the top of the cauliflower (it should not be completely submerged). Simmer for about 30 minutes, or until the liquid is almost gone and the cauliflower is tender. Add the cream and simmer for another 10 minutes to reduce the cream and completely cook the cauliflower.


Transfer the cauliflower and cream to a food processor and blend until completely smooth. Strain through a chinois. There should be about 1½ cups of purée. Taste for salt and add to taste.


Soak 1 gelatin sheet in cold water to cover for 2 to 3 minutes to soften. It should feel very soft, with no hard sections. Squeeze the excess liquid from the gelatin and stir it into the warm cauliflower mixture until dissolved.


Spoon about 2 tablespoons of the panna cotta into the bottom of each of twelve small serving bowls or small cups and refrigerate for at least an hour to set. This can be done several hours ahead.


Remove the oysters from the liquid (discard them) and strain the juice. You will need ¼ cup of oyster juice; refrigerate the juice.


Place the remaining ⅓ gelatin sheet and 2 teaspoons water in a small metal bowl set over a pan of hot water and stir constantly to dissolve the gelatin. Remove the bowl from the heat and add the oyster juice. Stir again to be sure that the gelatin and juice are completely combined. Add about 3 grinds of the peppermill.


Place the oyster jelly in the refrigerator and stir occasionally until it has thickened to the consistency of salad oil and the bits of pepper are suspended in the liquid. Coat the tops of the chilled panna cotta with 1 teaspoon of the jelly each, rotating the bowls to ensure an even coating. Return to the refrigerator until set or for up to 1 day.


To serve, garnish the top of each panna cotta with a quenelle, or small oval scoop, of caviar.


pictured  here    makes 12 servings



“OYSTERS AND PEARLS”


Sabayon of Pearl Tapioca with Malpeque Oysters and Osetra Caviar
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TAPIOCA


⅓ cup small pearl tapioca


1¾ cups milk


16 meaty oysters, such as Malpeque, scrubbed with a brush


1¼ cups heavy cream


Freshly ground black pepper


¼ cup crème fraîche


Kosher salt


SABAYON


4 large egg yolks


¼ cup reserved oyster juice (from above)


SAUCE


3 tablespoons dry vermouth


Remaining reserved oyster juice (from above)


1½ tablespoons minced shallots


1½ tablespoons white wine vinegar


8 tablespoons (4 ounces) unsalted butter, cut into 8 pieces


1 tablespoon minced chives


1 to 2 ounces osetra caviar


Timing is important in the completion of this dish. The cooking should be a continuous process, so have the cream whipped, the water for the sabayon hot, and the remaining ingredients ready.


FOR THE TAPIOCA: Soak the tapioca in 1 cup of the milk for 1 hour. (Setting it in a warm place will speed up the rehydration of the pearls.)


TO SHUCK THE OYSTERS: Follow the method for shucking described. Trim away the muscle and the outer ruffled edge of each oyster and place the trimmings in a saucepan. Reserve the whole trimmed oysters and strain the oyster juice into a separate bowl. You should have about ½ cup of juice.


TO COOK THE TAPIOCA: In a bowl, whip ½ cup of the cream just until it holds its shape; reserve in the refrigerator.


Drain the softened tapioca in a strainer and discard the milk. Rinse the tapioca under cold running water, then place it in a small heavy pot.


Pour the remaining ¾ cup milk and ¾ cup cream over the oyster trimmings. Bring to a simmer, then strain the infused liquid onto the tapioca. Discard the trimmings.


Cook the tapioca over medium heat, stirring constantly with a wooden spoon, until it has thickened and the spoon leaves a trail when it is pulled through, 7 to 8 minutes. Continue to cook for another 5 to 7 minutes, until the tapioca has no resistance in the center and is translucent. The mixture will be sticky and if you lift some on the spoon and let it fall, some should still cling to the spoon. Remove the pot from the heat and set aside in a warm place.


FOR THE SABAYON: Place the egg yolks and the ¼ cup oyster juice in a metal bowl set over a pan of hot water. Whisk vigorously over medium heat for 2 to 3 minutes to incorporate as much air as possible. The finished sabayon will have thickened and lightened, the foam will have subsided, and the sabayon will hold a ribbon when it falls from the whisk. If the mixture begins to break, remove it from the heat and whisk quickly off the heat for a moment to recombine, then return to the heat.


Stir the hot sabayon into the tapioca, along with a generous amount of black pepper. Mix in the crème fraîche and the whipped cream. The tapioca will be a creamy pale yellow with the tapioca pearls suspended in the mixture. Season lightly with salt, remembering that the oysters and the caviar garnish will both be salty. Immediately spoon ¼ cup tapioca into each of eight 4- by 5-inch gratin dishes (with a 3- to 4-ounce capacity). Tap the gratin dishes on the counter so that the tapioca forms an even layer. Cover and refrigerate until ready to use, or for up to a day.


TO COMPLETE: Preheat the oven to 350°F.


FOR THE SAUCE: Combine the vermouth, the remaining reserved oyster juice, the shallots, and vinegar in a small saucepan. Bring to a simmer and simmer until most of the liquid has evaporated but the shallots are glazed, not dry. Whisk in the butter piece by piece, adding a new piece only when the previous one is almost incorporated (as you would for Beurre Monté).


Meanwhile, place the dishes of tapioca on a baking sheet and heat in the oven for 4 to 5 minutes, or until they just begin to puff up.


Add the oysters and the chives to the sauce to warm through.


Spoon 2 oysters and some of the sauce over each gratin and garnish the top with a quenelle, or small oval scoop, of caviar. Serve immediately.


makes 8 servings



Pickled Oysters with English Cucumber “Capellini” and Dill
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PICKLING LIQUID


1 cup white wine vinegar


½ cup water


½ cup sugar


1 star anise


3 cloves


6 coriander seeds


3 stems dill


6 meaty oysters, such as Belon or Salutation Bay, 		scrubbed with a brush


“CAPELLINI”


1 English cucumber, peeled


½ teaspoon kosher salt


1 tablespoon rice wine vinegar


1 teaspoon chopped dill


About 3 cups seaweed or Rock Salt Mix (recipe follows)


1 ounce sevruga caviar (more or less according to taste and budget)


6 sprigs dill


Good concepts often re-create themselves in different forms. In this case a great canapé—“Linguine” with White Clam Sauce—led to the creation of another. Pickled julienned cucumber replaces the capellini, dill replaces the thyme, and oysters replace the clams. Instead of being served hot in the clam shells on rock salt, this canapé is served cold in the oyster shells on a bed of seaweed.


FOR THE PICKLING LIQUID: Place all of the ingredients in a saucepan. Bring to a boil, remove from the heat, cover, and allow to steep for 30 minutes. This is enough liquid to pickle up to 2 dozen oysters.


TO SHUCK THE OYSTERS: Follow the method for shucking described.


Wash the deeper halves of the shells and reserve. Using scissors, cut away the muscle portion of the oysters and discard. Wash the trimmed oysters (the noix) under cold running water to remove the milky residue, which would coagulate with the vinegar in the pickling liquid and create an unwanted coating on the oysters. Add the oysters to the pickling liquid and refrigerate in a covered container for at least 12 and up to 36 hours.


FOR THE “CAPELLINI”: Using a mandoline, cut 1/16-inch-lengthwise slices from one side of the cucumber until you reach the seeds. Turn the cucumber and continue to cut slices from all four sides of the cucumber. Stack the slices and cut them lengthwise into 1/16-inch julienne strips to resemble capellini. You will need 1 cup “capellini.” Combine the cucumber strands with the kosher salt and rice wine vinegar in a bowl and allow them to marinate for about 30 minutes to extract excess liquid.


Drain the “capellini” and squeeze to remove excess liquid. Place in a bowl and toss with the chopped dill.


TO COMPLETE: Place a bed of the seaweed or rock salt mix on each of six serving plates. Twirl the cucumber with a fork, as you would pasta, and place a mound in each oyster shell. Remove the oysters from the pickling liquid and place an oyster on each mound of cucumber. Garnish each oyster with about 1 teaspoon of caviar and a sprig of dill.


pictured here     makes 6 servings


ROCK SALT MIX





Rock salt (see Sources)


Star anise


Bay leaf


Allspice berries


Cloves


Black peppercorns


This is a decorative and practical base for clam and oyster dishes. The shells nestle comfortably in the salt, and if it’s been heated, the mix will help keep the shellfish hot and give off a fragrant aroma. It can be kept indefinitely at room temperature.


There are no specific proportions or spices for this mix. Use the salt as a base and mix in as much of each spice as you wish.


Mix the ingredients, then store in a covered container at room temperature. The mix can be reused many times as long as if heated, it did not burn.



“Linguine” with White Clam Sauce
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CLAMS


18 littleneck clams, soaked in a few changes of cold water for several hours, drained, and scrubbed with a brush


2 large cloves garlic, unpeeled, slightly crushed


1 large shallot, roughly chopped


2 springs thyme


2 small bay leaves


½ cup crisp, dry white wine, such as Sauvigon Blanc or Muscadet


SAUCE


2 teaspoons Roasted Garlic Purée (recipe follows)


Reserved clam broth (from above)


12 tablespoons (6 ounces) unsalted butter, cut into ½-inch pieces


Few drops of white wine vinegar


3 cups Rock Salt Mix


2 ounces Pasta Dough, rolled out and cut into capellini


1 tablespoon chopped Italian parsley


½ teaspoon thyme leaves


Kosher salt and freshly ground black pepper


The Italian classic refined and reduced to a canapé size—clams steamed open in white wine infused with garlic and thyme, sauce made from the clam broth, butter, and more garlic. We use fresh capellini instead of linguini and whole littleneck clams, then serve the final dish in the clam shells. (Do not season the sauce until right before serving, as the clams add salt to the dish.)


TO COOK THE CLAMS: Place the clams, garlic, shallot, thyme sprigs, bay leaves, and wine in a stainless steel saucepan that holds the clams in one layer. Cover and bring to a boil over medium heat, moving the clams around from time to time to ensure even cooking. Remove each clam as it opens. This should take place within about 5 minutes; discard any unopened clams. Strain the broth through a chinois and set aside.


Remove the clams from the shells. Using a paring knife, loosen the muscle attached to the shell. Save the 18 largest half shells for the finished dish. Pull away and discard the muscle from each clam, leaving only the tender center section of the clam. Trim the clams as necessary for a smooth edge. The clams can be prepared to this point up to a day ahead. If you are not completing the dish, allow the broth to cool. Then place the clams in a container with the cooled broth and refrigerate.


Place the trimmed clams and the broth in separate small saucepans.


Preheat the oven to 325°F.


FOR THE SAUCE: Whisk the garlic purée into the clam broth and bring to a boil. Simmer to reduce to 2 to 3 tablespoons. Whisk in the butter piece by piece, adding the next piece only when the last piece is almost incorporated. Season with white wine vinegar. Remove from the heat and strain into a bowl. Pour half of the strained sauce over the clams.


TO COMPLETE: Spread the rock salt on a baking sheet, place in the oven, and heat for about 5 minutes, or until hot and aromatic. Meanwhile, add the pasta to a large pot of lightly salted boiling water and cook for about 2 minutes, or until tender. Gently reheat the clams.


Drain the pasta, then toss it in the bowl with the remaining sauce, the parsley, and thyme leaves (chopsticks work well for this). Season to taste.


Place a bed of warm rock salt on each of six plates. Using a small fork, twirl a small portion of the pasta and place it in a reserved clamshell; repeat to fill all the shells. Top each portion of pasta with a warm clam and some of the sauce. Arrange 3 filled clamshells on each bed of rock salt.


makes 6 servings


ROASTED GARLIC PURÉE





1½ tablespoons unsalted butter


3 large heads garlic (about 7 ounces)


1 teaspoon kosher salt


Preheat the oven to 300°F.


Place the butter on a double thickness of foil and smash it to make a base for the garlic. Top with the garlic and sprinkle with the salt. Fold over the sides to make a package and roast for 1½ hours, or until the garlic is soft.


While it is still warm, scrape the softened garlic through a tamis or pass it through a food mill, leaving behind the skins. Roasted garlic purée should be used the same day it is prepared.


makes a scant cup
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Pickled Oysters.







	You go out to an Italian restaurant, you order something like linguine with clam sauce, and think “Why don’t I do this, reduce that, do this?” And you come up with a fun new dish—“linguine” with clam sauce served in the clam shells. People can relate to the concept and flavors because they already know how it will taste.
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“Linguine” with White Clam Sauce
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THE MUSHROOM LADY: CONNIE GREEN


Bobcats and mountain lions have returned to the woods where mycologist Connie Green hunts, so she always keeps the blade of her picking knife open. She lives on the side of a mountain overlooking the Napa Valley, and in winter she prowls its hills hunting wild mushrooms for the restaurant. When she sees a fat chanterelle pushing out of damp leaves beside her driveway, she drops to the ground and caresses the great golden fungus—the “workhorse” of wild mushrooms. Connie often hunts at night, the best time to forage, especially for the black trumpet; its spore-bearing layer, she explains, gives off a phosphorescent glow in the beam of a flashlight.


Connie lives a kind of outlaw life, working only with wild, wild mushrooms—“act-of-God mushrooms,” she calls them. And she has allied herself with an outlaw culture, a group of men and women called circuit pickers, who make their living on what’s known as the Mushroom Trail, picking wild growths from Northern California up into the Yukon. They live largely outside society, in tents and cheap motels, and are known only by nicknames (Yankee Jim, Coke Bottle Danny). Connie meets them at a rickety motel they’ve dubbed the Mushroom Palace, where they stay up late drinking and telling stories of the trail, and in the morning Connie returns to Napa with their mushrooms—cèpes; morels; lobster mushrooms; matsutaki; the lacy, floral-scented cauliflower mushroom; and the remarkable, rare candy cap, a mushroom that smells and tastes like maple syrup.


“They use parts of your mouth you never knew you had,” Connie says.—M.R.





Soup
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My favorite soups are the amuse-gueule soups, canapé soups, which we serve in demitasse or small soup cups: just two or three sips of intense lobster, of intense fennel, avocado, or watercress. It’s the explosion of flavor that’s so exciting—taking an ingredient and making it more than what it was to begin with.


Soup is simple. Identify your ingredient, cook it perfectly, and adjust the consistency. First, your main ingredient must be of prime quality: If you’re making turnip soup, you want a really good turnip. When you have your ingredient, ask yourself, “How do I cook this best?” Carrots? They’re a root vegetable, so you glaze them. If you glaze them perfectly, there’s your soup—just adjust the consistency with stock or other liquid. Green vegetables? Start by “big-pot blanching”, then purée, add liquid, and strain—there’s your soup.


The liquid depends on your ingredient. If it’s turnips, you can use chicken stock, because a turnip has a very sharp forward flavor that won’t be lost beneath the chicken flavor. Favas, though, are so delicate and fresh you may not even want vegetable stock, maybe just enough water to bring the purée to the right consistency.


We try to make eight soups every day, and the single idea behind them is to intensify the flavor and color of the main ingredient. One spoonful of carrot soup should deliver the flavor of several carrots. A case of watercress makes only twelve ounces of purée. It then needs to be diluted, like an artist’s paint that needs to be thinned with a neutral oil before it can be put on the canvas.


Certainly there are issues of finesse, such as adding cream. Cream tends to mute flavors, but it adds body and texture. Adding oils to soups finishes and enriches them; the pea soup with white truffle oil is a perfect example. We use lobster stock for two soups. For the consommé, we clarify it, gel it, and top it with crème fraîche. For the broth, we reduce the stock to a glace and cream it: the ultimate lobster taste.



Lobster Consommé en Gelée
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LOBSTER STOCK


¼ cup canola oil


3¼ pounds lobster bodies (about 12 to 13 bodies), quartered


1½ cups (6½ ounces) chopped fennel


1¾ cups (8 ounces) sliced carrots


3 cups (8 ounces) sliced button mushrooms


1½ cups (6 ounces) sliced shallots


1 cup dry vermouth


6 quarts water


4 cloves garlic


½ cup (1 ounce) tightly packed tarragon sprigs


4 pounds chopped tomatoes (7 cups)


CLARIFICATION RAFT


Generous ¼ cup (1½ ounces) chopped fennel


Generous ¾ cup (4 ounces) chopped carrots


⅓ cup (2 ounces) chopped onion


3 large egg whites


¼ cup lobster coral (roe), at room temperature (optional, but recommended)


4 gelatin sheets (see Sources, soaked in cold water to soften


A small piece of lobster coral (optional)


½ cup crème fraîche, whipped


About 2 tablespoons Brunoise


Be sure to have the correct amount of liquid before adding the gelatin; simmer the stock to reduce it to the exact quantity specified. Because this soup is extraordinarily rich—lobster essence, magnified—we serve it in very small bowls or demitasse cups, just two ounces per serving. This recipe will make four cups of consommé. I don’t recommend reducing the recipe further, but any extra consommé can be frozen.


FOR THE STOCK: Heat the oil in a large rondeau, or deep straight-sided braising pan, over medium-high heat just until it smokes. Add the lobster bodies and sauté, turning often, until they turn red, 3 to 4 minutes. Be careful not to let them burn. (If your pot is not large enough to accomplish this easily, do it in two batches.)


Add the fennel, carrots, mushrooms, and shallots. Continue cooking, stirring occasionally, for about 10 minutes, to soften but not color the vegetables. Add the vermouth, water, garlic, tarragon, and tomatoes and bring to a boil, then reduce the heat and let the stock simmer for 2 hours.


Strain the stock through a China cap, smashing the shells and vegetables with a wooden spoon to extract as much liquid as possible. Discard the shells and vegetables and pour the stock through a chinois, tapping the top rim to help it run through. Do not stir or force any remaining solids through the strainer; they would cloud the stock. There should be approximately 4 quarts of stock. Let cool to room temperature. The stock can be refrigerated for up to 1 day.


Remove and discard any fat from the top of the stock, then place it in a heavy pot.


FOR THE CLARIFICATION RAFT: Finely grind the fennel, carrots, and onion in a meat grinder or food processor. Whisk the egg whites and the ¼ cup coral in a bowl until frothy, then stir in the ground vegetables.


Whisk the vegetable mixture into the cold stock. Place the pot over low heat and stir constantly with a wooden spoon until it reaches 128°F. Stop stirring and bring the stock to a simmer.


As the liquid begins to simmer, a raft will form over the stock. Cut a 1- to 2-inch “breather” hole in the side of the raft. You will be able to see the movement of the simmering stock through the hole. The raft acts as a filter to clarify the stock. The liquid may simmer up through the raft in a few spots, but it should never be at a full boil, which would break the clarification raft and cloud the consommé. Simmer for 1 hour. Be sure to keep the breather hole open.


Line a China cap with a damp towel or cheesecloth and set it over a deep container. Leaving behind as much of the raft as possible, ladle the stock slowly down the side of the cloth, starting at the top of the strainer. (Pouring it this way will keep the liquid from pushing through any fat or impurities that gather in the bottom of the China cap.) Tilt the pot as necessary to reach as much clear stock as possible. Leave behind any that doesn’t look clear and discard it along with the raft. You should have about 2 quarts of consommé.


You will be able to see, floating on top, any fat remaining in the consommé. Gently lay a paper towel on top of the liquid and quickly glide it over the surface. Discard the towel and repeat several more times until there is no remaining fat (which could cloud the consommé).


Line a chinois with a clean towel or cheesecloth and strain the consommé one last time into a pot. Bring it to a simmer and reduce the consommé to 1 quart. Pour into a container.


Squeeze the gelatin sheets dry and stir them into the hot consommé until completely dissolved. Set in a larger container of ice and water and let cool to room temperature, stirring occasionally, then refrigerate, covered, for several hours, or overnight, to gel. The consommé will keep refrigerated for up to 3 days (after 3 days, it can be reboiled and kept for 1 to 2 more days). For longer storage, it can be frozen for up to 1 month; when ready to use, defrost the consommé and bring to a boil, then cool as above and allow to re-gel in the refrigerator.


FOR THE LOBSTER CORAL (OPTIONAL): Wrap the coral in plastic wrap. Place it in a resealable plastic bag, pressing out any air from the bag, and seal the bag well. Submerge it in boiling water and cook the coral until it has turned bright red (you are making hard-boiled eggs!). Remove the coral from the bag and refrigerate it for an hour, or until it is cold.


Grate or grind the coral in a mini-blender or grinder. Store the ground coral in the refrigerator until ready to use, or for up to 1 day, or wrap well and freeze for up to several months. (The cooked coral can be frozen as a solid piece and then grated while still frozen when ready to use.)


TO COMPLETE: Break up the cold consommé with a spoon and place about ¼ cup in each serving cup or bowl. Top each serving of consommé with a quenelle, or small oval scoop, of whipped crème fraîche and sprinkle with the brunoise and, if using, grated lobster coral.


makes 16 servings (4 cups)
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Making consommé is an exacting process, but the results are amazing. The powerful lobster jelly melts in your mouth and the vegetables add a subtle bite. The coral is not only a color burst, it provides saltiness to the sweet lobster; and the acid in the crème fraîche makes all these colors and flavors and textures sparkle.
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Creamy Maine Lobster Broth


[image: image]


¼ cup canola oil


3 lobster bodies (12 ounces total), cut into quarters


1½ cups chopped tomatoes


½ cup chopped carrots


1 bunch tarragon (½ ounce)


2 cups heavy cream


Lobsters and cream is a luxurious combination, intensified here in the form of a canapé soup. I froth the broth before serving it.


When you are preparing lobsters, save the bodies to make this broth (freeze them if need be for future use). This is a very rich soup, best served in small portions.


Heat the oil in a large rondeau, or deep straight-sided braising pan. Add the lobster shells and sear over medium-high heat for 1 to 2 minutes per side, until they turn red. (If your pot is not big enough to accomplish this easily, do it in two batches.) Add the tomatoes, carrots, and tarragon, cover the shells and vegetables with water, and bring to a boil. Skim off any impurities that rise to the top. Reduce the heat and simmer over low heat for 1 hour. Strain the stock through a large strainer or a China cap, smashing the lobster bodies with a wooden spoon to extract all the liquid, and then strain again through a chinois into a clean saucepan.


Return the strained stock to the stove and simmer until it is reduced to 1 cup. Add the heavy cream, return to a simmer, and cook, skimming occasionally, until the broth is reduced to 2 cups. Strain through a chinois into a container, discarding any solids remaining in the strainer. Cover and refrigerate the broth for several hours to chill, or for up to 3 days.


TO COMPLETE: Place the cold broth in a heavy saucepan and whisk vigorously over medium heat as you reheat it. The broth will froth as you whisk in air, Pour the hot broth into demitasse cups.


pictured here     makes 6 to 8 servings (2 cups)



Gazpacho


[image: image]


1 cup chopped red onions


1 cup chopped green bell pepper


1 cup chopped English cucumber


1 cup peeled and chopped tomatoes


1½ teaspoons chopped garlic


1½ teaspoons kosher salt


¼ teaspoon cayenne


¼ cup tomato paste


1 tablespoon white wine vinegar
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