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INTRODUCTION:



THE
HOT SEAT


ONE OF THE GREAT FACTS OF COOKING IS THAT ONE never stops learning how to do it: the knowledge of cooking runs as deep as the ocean.


I began this book thinking that the sauté would be the simplest cooking technique to define, and yet I stumbled to articulate its precise meaning. “Sauté” is among the most common words and techniques in the kitchen, but it is far more elusive than we recognize. The aim of this book is to help you master sauté’s hidden complexities and nuances, which will make you an all-around better cook—and to eat some delicious food as we learn.


When I teach a cooking technique, I think back to the place I first learned it. This place is invariably my first cooking kitchen at the Culinary Institute of America, where my chef instructor, Michael Pardus, announced with the authority of an emperor: “‘Sauté’ means ‘tender item cooked quickly over high heat.’” He paused, looked at our class, and said, “You cannot sauté a lamb shank.”


That made sense. If you were to sauté a lamb shank, you would end up with something tough and inedible. A heavily worked muscle, streaked with tendon and silverskin, sheathing a bone, takes hours in moist heat to become tender—not just a few minutes in a pan on the stove.


In French, “sauté” means “to jump.” When you push a pan forward and its contents—English peas, for instance—run up the sloping sides and hop into the air, you are jumping them. You are sautéing them. This is how we picture a chef sautéing—using the sloping sides of a pan to toss food into the air. Try that with a lamb shank!


Pardus also defined “sauté” as the most demanding station in a busy restaurant kitchen. We were learning to become professional cooks, and Pardus described the sauté station as the “hot seat” on the line, where the action is and where only the best cooks work.


At home, most cooks do not put out hundreds of plates of food in an evening, but the sauté remains the most common of the primary techniques we use to apply heat to food. (The others are roasting, braising, grilling, and poaching.) Indeed, the sauté is so common that we often overlook its countless nuances. But paying attention to the details makes everything we cook taste better.


I also learned about the sauté from another revered and accomplished chef at the Culinary Institute: its president, Ferdinand Metz. A lifelong cook, he began his career in America in the kitchen of Le Pavillon (a kitchen run by Pierre Franey and employing a young Jacques Pépin). At the time of our interview, he had been the CIA’s president for more than fifteen years. He told me about the basic cooking methods, and about the process of learning which method to apply to which foods. The goal is to learn them so well that you don’t need to think about them, which allows the cook’s mind to be open.


“In sautéing,” he said, German accent intact, “you could say, my God, there are probably ten different temperature levels.… Surely the principle is to encase the meat or fish by caramelizing the protein, but there are different levels that depend on what it is I’m doing. Some foods need a very harsh level; others need a very soft level that almost generates some moisture. It depends on what it is that you want to do. Whether it’s chicken or bacon, all those things require different levels.”


“Bacon?” I remember thinking. “You sauté bacon?” I always fried mine, but if Chef Metz said one sautéed bacon, then one sautéed bacon. Chicken and bacon represent two ends of the spectrum: chicken, a tender item, requires very high heat, while bacon, which is naturally tougher, requires gentle heat. And there my clean definition of “sauté”—high heat, tender item—began to blur.


As I prepared to write this book, I made lunch for one of my best friends—scrambled eggs and sautéed mushrooms, a toasted, buttered baguette, and a glass of white wine. Only then, as we talked about the book, did I realize what a tangled trick it was to define this most basic of cooking techniques. I tripped on my own words and eventually gave up and moved on to less complicated matters—the United States Congress, I believe.


And now, as I write, I return to that lunch in my mind. I called the mushrooms “sautéed.” A reasonable and clear example: soft fungi cooked over very high heat in a little oil, then finished with some shallot, salt and pepper, a splash of white wine, and then, lowering the heat, a little butter, jumping the mushrooms in the pan to distribute and emulsify the butter in the wine and mushroom juices.


But what about the scrambled eggs—by that definition, aren’t they, too, sautéed? I would never call them “sautéed eggs,” yet I’d followed sauté principles and actions: food cooked in a low-sided pan in hot fat on the stovetop.


I changed tactics. “A sauté needs dry heat,” I told my friend. She winced and shook her head, not understanding.


To be fair, I hadn’t understood either when I first read it in my CIA textbook The New Professional Chef. Chapter nineteen: “Dry-Heat Cooking with Fats and Oils.” How could it be dry heat if you’re cooking in a fluid?


“Dry” turns out to have a specific meaning in this context, distinct as oil from water. According to my text, “dry” means that water is more or less absent. When water is involved, the temperature shifts down to first gear because water can’t rise above 212°F/100°C. That temperature is too low to brown food, so with water present we can’t develop the complex flavors that proteins, carbohydrates, and sugars take on at higher heat.


Dry heat allows for high heat, which generates browning and searing, colors we can see and know to be delicious. But, unlike poaching and braising, which happen in moist environments, the act of dry searing has no substantial tenderizing effect. Therefore, one can sauté over high heat only those foods that are already tender: a medallion of pork tenderloin, a chicken breast, a fillet of sole, asparagus, okra. Of course, items that are not naturally tender can be tenderized before cooking—by pounding veal scaloppine, for example.


But, then, what’s the difference between sautéing and frying? Generally speaking, it is simply the amount of oil or other fat. Sautéing requires only a small amount of oil; in pan-frying, the oil comes halfway up the item being cooked; in deep-frying, the food is fully submerged.


My definition expanded once again: Sauté is a stovetop cooking technique wherein tender food is transformed in a shallow pan with a small amount of hot fat, usually over high heat. The heat does more than just warm the food—it creates flavor on the food’s surface. In a short time that pork medallion or okra has been changed from raw and unappealing to visually enticing and delicious.


I came to realize that my response to my lunchtime companion should have begun thus:




To define “sauté,” one must be flexible and open to variation and even contradiction.





Any form of shallow-pan cooking on the stovetop using dry heat (that is, a small amount of hot fat) can be considered a sauté, but 90 percent of the time “sauté” means exactly what Chef Pardus taught me: a tender object cooked quickly in fat.


Points of finesse are critical to the main techniques of applying heat to food. Understanding them is the key to becoming a great cook.















THE
BASICS



THE COOKING VESSEL


Your first important decision is choice of pan. A thin pan is harder to cook well in than a thick pan. There’s only so much heat a thin pan can convey before a cool medallion of beef absorbs it. And if the pan is no longer hot, the meat will stick.




A stainless-steel sauté pan with a thick, heavy bottom is ideal.





In culinary school we were taught that a proper sauté pan, called a sauteuse, has sloping sides, which allows you to jump the food in the pan. A pan with straight sides, on the other hand, is referred to as a sautoire.


One must, of course, address the nonstick pan, perhaps the single most harmful addition to the modern kitchen in terms of preventing us from becoming better cooks. If you heat your pan properly and allow the oil to become hot before you add the meat, and if you resist the temptation to move the meat the moment it hits the pan because you’re afraid it is going to stick (which it will; the trick is to let it release on its own), you will not have an issue with food sticking. Indeed, that your meat does not stick to your pristine stainless-steel pan with hot fat in it is an indication that you are cooking it properly.


Nonstick pans are not bad in and of themselves; I own two very good nonstick pans (12 inches/30 centimeters and 8 inches/20 centimeters) and am grateful for them. I cook eggs in them because the protein in eggs is eager to stick to a steel surface unless the cooking oil is super hot, which you don’t want for scrambled eggs or an omelet. When I cook a fish that is too delicate to withstand the high heat required to keep it from sticking to steel, I use a nonstick pan. And anything very starchy, such as potatoes or spaetzle, will stick to steel; to get good browning on a starch without its sticking, I use a nonstick pan.


The size of the sauté pan is critical. A too-big pan requires you to use more fat and perhaps to deliver more heat than you may want or need; a too-small pan forces you to crowd your food. Choose a pan that will allow you to spread individual items out comfortably—as a rule, leave a half inch or so between them. Crowding your food in the pan cools the pan to the point that your food steams rather than sears, losing flavor and never achieving that appealing color. It also increases the chance your food will stick to the pan, and makes getting your food to the right temperature more difficult.


This deserves repeating:




Don’t crowd your pan! It’s always better to choose a pan that’s too big than too small.





If you have too much food for even your biggest pan, sauté in batches, leaving the first batch slightly underdone so that it can finish cooking in the gentle ambient heat of a low oven (200°F/95°C) while you work on the next batch.



THE FAT



The next decision: which fat to choose? Oil is a fat, but not all fats are oils. Reach first for economical vegetable oils like safflower, soybean, peanut, corn, or canola. They’re good cooking fats because they’re neutral in flavor and have a high smoke point—about 450°F/230°C—which means they get very hot before they start smoking. (Once oil begins smoking, it degrades quickly, so you need to get the food in the pan immediately or get the pan off the heat. Not only is the oil’s flavor changing, but it is releasing a flammable vapor that will eventually ignite. If this happens, don’t freak out—just put a lid or baking sheet on the pan. Whatever you do, never throw water on burning oil.)


A superlative vegetable oil for sautéing is grapeseed oil, but it’s a little costly for everyday use.


Olive oil has a relatively low smoke point; too much heat degrades the flavorful oil and can give the food an off or bitter flavor. Many chefs routinely sauté in olive oil, but I discourage it: if it’s good olive oil, you’ll ruin it with high heat, and if it’s not good olive oil, why are you even using it? It’s better to use neutral vegetable oils for high-heat sautés, and save your tasty olive oils to flavor the food after it’s cooked. I do occasionally use an all-purpose generic olive oil (not extra-virgin) for quickly cooked vegetables for its flavor.


Coconut oil is now readily available and is great to cook with. It has an almost sweet, tropical flavor, which I like for Asian-inspired sautés.


Rendered animal fat is an excellent cooking medium, whether from beef, chicken, or pork. Beef and chicken are especially flavorful fats; pork fat is notable for its mild flavor and also its abundance. These animal fats have a lower smoke point than vegetable oils; they begin to break down and take on bad flavors at 375°F/190°C.


A fat of special note is clarified butter. Whole butter is composed of milk fat, milk proteins, and water. When you sauté in whole butter, the pan will be relatively cool until the water cooks off, at which point the milk proteins will brown and eventually burn. But when you clarify the butter first, which involves removing the water and milk solids, you end up with an especially flavorful cooking fat that can get as hot as any animal fat without burning.


The traditional method of clarifying butter is to melt it in a pan over low heat, then skim off the solids that eventually coagulate and rise to the surface as the water cooks out of it. The clear fat is then ladled into a container and can be refrigerated for up to 10 days or frozen for a few months. (It tends to absorb other flavors if stored for longer than that.) A quicker way to make clarified butter at home is to melt it in a measuring glass in a microwave. Most of the water, whey, and solids will sink to the bottom; you can easily skim off any solids that float to the top. Then you are left with just the clear fat on top.


THE HEAT


Cooks sauté at a range of temperatures. The right level of heat depends on the qualities of what you are cooking and what your final goal is—low heat to render the fat in a strip of bacon, high heat for a meat medallion or vegetables that you want to brown for flavor. When we sauté proteins such as meat or fish, we most often want to create good flavor by searing them. Searing is often called caramelizing (which technically refers to the browning of sugar) because of the brown color associated with it, but it is more precisely a result of the Maillard reaction.




The Maillard reaction gives us countless complex and nuanced flavors responsible for a food’s deliciousness.





Imagine the flavor of boiled broccoli or cauliflower, then compare it in your mind to the flavor of the same vegetable that’s been deeply browned through frying or roasting. The Maillard reaction is responsible for the enormous differences in taste and complexity.


A good sear on meat—the kind of hot, quick cooking that results in a crisp, brown crust—is also a Maillard reaction. Searing does not “seal in” juices, but it does enhance meat’s flavor and texture. A good sear gives us complex flavors and a crisp counterpoint to the soft interior of the meat. You almost always want good color when you are sautéing meat, because that color means flavor.


In order to get that good color, we need high, dry heat. While the Maillard reaction can begin at 250°F/120°C (with bread, for instance), we wouldn’t want to cook a piece of meat at that temperature: by the time the surface browned, if it browned at all, the interior would be overcooked. With tender, juicy cuts of meat, we want to make that browning happen as quickly as possible, to get that flavor jolt before bringing the food to the right internal temperature.


But what if you don’t want browning? Then you don’t want to sauté over high heat. For instance, to preserve the freshness of the fava beans and corn in my succotash (here), I sauté over moderate heat.


We use low heat for effects that require time, such as rendering and tenderizing. For bacon we want to both render the fat and tenderize the meat, so it’s best to sauté bacon over low heat. For duck breast (here), we have to render the fat before we can achieve a crisp skin, one of the great pleasures of duck, so the duck is cooked skin-down over the lowest possible heat to render the fat without overcooking the meat.


SALTING


Salting what you’re cooking is of the utmost importance, no matter what technique you use to cook it.




But when you salt is just as critical as how much you salt.





Salt meat long enough before cooking so that the salt dissolves and has time to penetrate the meat. The earlier you salt, the better, but even 20 minutes for a chicken breast makes a big difference in flavor. If you salt meat just before putting it in the pan, half of the salt will fall off as you cook it, and you will have an underseasoned piece of meat.


Fish is so delicate that the large grains of kosher salt can actually “burn” the flesh—that is, denature the protein—and the seasoning will be uneven. Fish should therefore be salted lightly with fine sea salt just before sautéing, and then finished with a very light salting after it’s cooked, if you wish.


Vegetables should be salted after they’re in the pan and cooking. The same goes for fruits if you’re using them in a savory preparation. Salt draws abundant water—the enemy of the sauté technique—from fruits and vegetables.


TEMPERING


Tempering meat and fish is important for any cut that is more than ½ inch/12 millimeters thick.




Tempering simply means removing the meat or fish from the refrigerator so that it has time to come to room temperature—





30 to 60 minutes for fish and 4 hours or so for meat, depending on the thickness of the cut and the warmth of the kitchen. The goal of the sauté is to achieve a flavorful browned crust and a uniform interior temperature; putting a piece of cold meat in a hot pan can result in an overcooked exterior with a cold center. Tempering will help you cook meat perfectly.


RESTING


After cooking meat in any form of dry-heat cooking (grilling, broiling, roasting, sautéing), resting the meat is critical. Letting the meat sit off the heat facilitates the redistribution of the juices throughout the cut and allows the heat concentrated at the exterior of the meat to even out throughout the meat. In fact, when you remove the meat from the pan, it should be slightly undercooked—“carryover cooking” will finish the meat. Meat stays hot for a long time, so don’t be tempted to cover it with foil or it will overcook. (Resting is not necessary for fish or vegetables.)


FLOURING OR DRYING


Because nothing cools down a pan (and ruins a sear) like water, any moisture that is on meat or fish will precipitously drop the temperature of your pan and the oil in it. That change in temperature can result in food sticking to the pan, and can generate so much steam that the food doesn’t brown well. Both of these unfortunate scenarios can be avoided either by lightly flouring the meat or by blotting it dry with a paper towel.




If you’ve salted meat ahead and it has a very moist surface, be sure to blot it dry before sautéing it.





Flouring meat or fish creates a moisture-free surface and gives you an additional element to brown for more flavor and texture. Sometimes the flour or the browned bits sticking to the pan will burn. If this happens, clean your pan before sautéing the next batch or making a pan sauce.


JUMPING


As noted, when we think of sautéing, we imagine a chef flipping or tossing food into the air and catching it all masterfully in the pan. There is no special trick other than common sense and practice. As Chef Pardus instructed us, “Practice it here so you don’t piss off your mom at home when you spill the food all over the stovetop.” He also suggested practicing with dried beans (and no heat), which is a clever idea.


The reasons for jumping food in the pan are convenience and efficiency. Jumping the food quickly flips it and distributes it in the pan, so the food cooks evenly without requiring you to use a utensil.


BREADING AND PAN-FRYING


One of the ways you can sauté meat is with a technique called a pan-fry, which is a shallow-pan, dry-heat technique that uses a little more fat than a traditional sauté. You’ll find this technique used for two preparations in the book, the chicken schnitzel (here) and the chicken-fried steak (here). We pan-fry thick items for which we want an evenly cooked crust. You don’t always have to bread or coat the item, but it invariably tastes better when you do. The abundant oil also helps cook the meat more evenly and quickly.


There are two options for breading: simply dredging the meat or fish in bread crumbs or, for a thicker and fuller encasement of the meat, using what’s known in culinary schools as “standard breading procedure.” In this method, the meat or fish is first floured to create a dry surface, then coated in egg wash, and finally dredged in bread crumbs.


My bread crumbs of choice are panko. These Japanese bread crumbs are large, coarse, and dry, so they resist absorbing oil and remain especially crunchy. Because the main goal of breading and pan-frying is to create a crisp crust, it’s only logical that you should choose a coating that guarantees crispness.


SAUCES


A sauté done properly does not create its own sauce, but we often rely on sauces to finish a dish. This book concludes with a variety of sauces, each representing a different technique. You’ll find that these sauces pair excellently with sautéed foods—from the very simple, such as a traditional pan sauce made in the same sauté pan the meat cooked in (here), to something more refined, such as a classic béchamel (here). I’ve also included recipes for things that we don’t typically consider “sauce,” such as guacamole (here), which is fabulous on pork, chicken, and lean fish.
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