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For Uwe Hestnar







The Ratios




Doughs

Bread = 5 parts flour: 3 parts water (plus yeast and salt)

Pasta Dough = 3 parts flour: 2 parts egg

Pie Dough = 3 parts flour: 2 parts fat: 1 part water

Biscuit = 3 parts flour: 1 part fat: 2 parts liquid

Cookie Dough = 1 part sugar: 2 parts fat: 3 parts flour

Pâte à Choux = 2 parts water: 1 part butter: 1 part flour: 2 parts egg

Batters

Pound Cake = 1 part butter: 1 part sugar: 1 part egg: 1 part flour

Sponge Cake = 1 part egg: 1 part sugar: 1 part flour: 1 part butter

Angel Food Cake = 3 parts egg white: 3 parts sugar: 1 part flour

Quick Bread = 2 parts flour: 2 parts liquid: 1 part egg: 1 part butter

Muffin = 2 parts flour: 2 parts liquid: 1 part egg: 1 part butter

Fritter = 2 parts flour: 2 parts liquid: 1 part egg

Pancake = 2 parts flour: 2 parts liquid: 1 part egg: ½ part butter

Popover = 2 parts liquid: 1 part egg: 1 part flour

Crepe = 1 part liquid: 1 part egg: ½ part flour


Stocks and Sauces

Stock = 3 parts water: 2 parts bones

Consommé = 12 parts stock: 3 parts meat: 1 part mirepoix: 1 part egg white

Roux = 3 parts flour: 2 parts fat

Thickening Ratio = 10 parts liquid: 1 part roux

Beurre Manié = 1 part flour: 1 part butter (by volume)

Slurry = 1 part cornstarch: 1 part water (by volume)

Thickening Rule = 1 tablespoon starch will thicken 1 cup liquid

Farçir

Sausage = 3 parts meat: 1 part fat

Sausage Seasoning = 60 parts meat/fat: 1 part salt

Mousseline = 8 parts meat: 4 parts cream: 1 part egg

Brine = 20 parts water: 1 part salt

Fat-Based Sauces

Mayonnaise = 20 parts oil: 1 part liquid (plus yolk)

Vinaigrette = 3 parts oil: 1 part vinegar

Hollandaise = 5 parts butter: 1 part yolk: 1 part liquid

Custards

Free-Standing Custard = 2 parts liquid: 1 part egg

Crème Anglaise = 4 parts milk/cream: 1 part yolk: 1 part sugar

Chocolate Sauce = 1 part chocolate: 1 part cream

Caramel Sauce = 1 part sugar: 1 part cream









What Is a Ratio and Why Is It Important?




A culinary ratio is a fixed proportion of one ingredient or ingredients relative to another. These proportions form the backbone of the craft of cooking. When you know a culinary ratio, it’s not like knowing a single recipe, it’s instantly knowing a thousand. Here is the ratio for bread: 5 parts flour: 3 parts water.

This means that if you combine 5 ounces of flour and 3 ounces of water, or 20 ounces of flour and 12 ounces of water, or 500 grams of flour and 300 grams of water, you will, if you mix it properly, have a good bread dough. You need a small amount of yeast, but the exact amount is hugely variable as it turns out, so that’s not a meaningful part of the ratio. You need salt for flavor, but that is a matter of taste to a large degree. And you need to mix the dough until it has enough elasticity to contain the gas released by the yeast. So while there are rules to follow and issues of technique, these are not part of the ratio.
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Three of your most valuable tools in the kitchen: flour, eggs, and butter.

What can you do, now that you know the bread ratio? You can make fresh bread without opening a single book or scouring a website for random recipes, and you can make as much or as little as you like. That 500 grams of flour or 20 ounces of flour with the water, a big pinch of dry yeast, and 2 big pinches of salt make a good loaf of bread. But if you want to liven it up, add a tablespoon of freshly chopped rosemary and a head of roasted garlic and stretch it out for a roasted garlic and rosemary ciabatta. Other fresh herbs such as thyme, sage, and oregano work beautifully, too. Or use other intense, flavorful ingredients: poblano and chipotle peppers, kalamata olives and walnuts, chocolate and cherries, pistachios and cranberries. Caramelized onion! A sausage! Cheese! The variations are limitless because you know the ratio, 5 parts flour, 3 parts water. Eventually you’ll feel comfortable using some whole grain flour in there or potato.

Of course, many, many variables contribute to the end result—how long the final rise is, how hot the oven, how well you shaped the dough, and so on—and addressing those variables can make baking feel dauntingly complicated. Indeed, baking that perfect loaf of bread every time takes practice and thoughtfulness; whole books are devoted to it. But on the most basic level, baking bread is not complicated.

Feel like making fresh pizza? Ten ounces of flour, 6 ounces of water, a pinch of yeast, and a pinch of salt will give you dough for a medium pie. Many recipes for pizza dough include a sugar of some kind—if that’s to your taste, add a tablespoon of sugar or honey (you’ll find this increases yeast activity). Many add a flavoring of olive oil. Go for it. Stick to the 5:3 ratio and you’re golden.

Want an easy delicious white sandwich bread for the kids? Same ratio (and maybe add some wheat germ for additional fiber and some honey for flavor and sweetness). But still it’s 5 to 3. Just cook it more gently, 350°F for an hour or so, until it’s very hot inside.
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All measuring spoons are not alike. Avoid boutiquey, porcelain, plastic, or gimmicky measuring devices.

This book is composed of such ratios.

Cooking is infinitely nuanced and there are ultimately too many variables to account for in any single recipe (the ambient humidity, how long a bag of flour has been sitting in the cupboard), so it’s important to remember, as my first culinary instructor notes, “how well ratios work is directly proportionate to the ratio of common sense applied to them.” Good technique must be used in conjunction with the ratio—which is why this is a book and not a sheet of paper. You need the ratio and the user’s manual. Technique must be practiced—you can never stop getting better.

This is important: my aim isn’t to make the perfect bread or pasta or mayonnaise or biscuits—“the best I’ve ever had.” It’s to set a baseline to work from, to codify the fundamentals from which we work and which we work off of. When I was writing Walk on Water, about a renowned surgeon, more than one doctor noted the common saying, “great is the enemy of good,” meaning that when surgeons strive for greatness, they can cause harm when they might otherwise not have harmed had they simply strived for good. I’ve worked with the greatest perfectionist there is in the cooking world, and I love that hunt for the perfect sauce, the perfect custard, but here I’m after good. Only when we know good can we begin to inch up from good to excellent.

Here is another thing knowing a ratio does: it helps you to better understand cooking in general. How does bread differ from fresh pasta? Not all that much actually, except that for pasta, egg takes the place of water at a ratio of 3 parts flour and 2 parts egg. What’s the difference between bread dough and pie dough? The proportions of flour and water are a little different (3 : 1), but it’s the important third ingredient, fat, that makes it pie dough—fat is responsible for making pie dough unlike bread dough, tender rather than chewy. The pie dough ratio is fairly standard: 3 : 2 : 1 (3 parts flour, 2 parts fat, and 1 part water) and it’s often referred to as 3-2-1 Pie Dough. It’s a great ratio because it’s so versatile. It’s also possible to make a really bad pie dough using this ratio if you don’t know the properties of pie dough and the fact that the gentler you are with it, the more tender it will be. But the ratio itself is bedrock.

The fact is, there are hundreds of thousands of recipes out there, but few of them help you to be a better cook in any substantial way. In fact, they may hurt you as a cook by keeping you chained to recipes. Getting your hands on a ratio is like being given a key to unlock those chains. Ratios free you.


Ratios are about the basics of cooking. They teach us how the fundamental ingredients of the kitchen—flour, water, butter and oils, milk and cream, eggs—work and how variations in proportions create the variations in our dishes, bread rather than pasta, crepes rather than cakes.

Doughs and batters are where ratios really shine because the proportions of the basic ingredients, the ratios, define the end result. When you get right down to it, the main difference between a sweet crepe batter and a sponge cake is that crepe batter has half as much flour.

Other kinds of ratios for fundamental preparations expand your reach in much the same way. Among the most common ratios is that for a standard vinaigrette. Couldn’t be simpler: 3 parts oil, 1 part vinegar. That’s it. Works great. Stir together and dress some greens. Once you have that, then it only follows that you may want to enhance the flavor a little, add some salt and pepper and, for balance, some sugar. Perhaps some aromatics, fresh herbs, a roasted shallot, brown rather than white sugar, and honey. Perhaps you want it thick and creamy, so you might emulsify it. You might want to change your fat (bacon rather than canola oil, olive rather than bacon) or the acid (sherry vinegar rather than red wine vinegar, lemon juice rather than sherry).

If you know the ratio for a mayonnaise, you don’t know just mayonnaise—which is an amazing preparation when you make it yourself (for a simple hand-blender version)—you know a creamy lime-cumin dressing for a grilled pork sandwich and you know a lemon-shallot dipping sauce for a steamed artichoke. The elegant hollandaise, a thick butter sauce, becomes a stately béarnaise sauce when you pack it with fresh tarragon. Know the hollandaise ratio and technique rather than a specific recipe for hollandaise sauce, and you can infuse it with chillis, or reduced red wine and rosemary for roasted leg of lamb. There’s no end to what you can do in the kitchen when you know a ratio.

Custards, of course, are ratio based and couldn’t be simpler: 2 parts liquid (usually but not necessarily milk or cream) and 1 part egg. Large eggs are very close to 2 ounces each, so that works out to 8 ounces of liquid to 2 eggs. More expected for dinner? Make that 16 ounces and 4 eggs. This results in a great crème caramel, but you can go savory if you want—bone marrow and coriander, a savory mint custard for that lamb instead of the butter sauce. How do you know how much mint to add? Using ratios enables you to begin thinking as chefs do; they use their common sense and they taste as they go.

Ratios are even helpful to consider in those preparations that are typically measured by sight, such as making a stock, or thickening a stock for a soup or a sauce. Is there a foundation ratio for stock? Not really, but it’s useful for gaining a sense of proper proportions, especially if you’re just beginning to cook.

Because dough and batter ratios are so instructive, I’m leading off with those. That section is followed by soups and sauces, where ratios are valuable in different ways. With fat-based sauces, ratios determine the amount of fat used relative to other ingredients. For stocks, and stock-based sauces and soups, ratios are more a guide than a definitive proportion, and they also help us to achieve specific consistencies. Soups and sauces are followed by ratios for sausages and pâtés, meat-based ratios, which are in a different realm from those undergirding doughs and batters in that they primarily concern proportions of salt and fat. And I end with custards—among my most favorite things to eat—which can be savory or sweet, solid enough to stand unmolded on their own, others that are voluptuous and creamy, and finally basic dessert sauces, most notable, the remarkable custard sauce.

With the advent of the Internet, we have access to an ocean of recipes but relatively less information on food and cooking. Understanding ratios and technique is, for the home cook, a step toward becoming more independent in the kitchen. But ratios are just as important to chefs and other food professionals because they provide a launching point for the development of new dishes.

Technique will ultimately determine the quality of the end result. Ratios are the points from which infinite variations begin.










The All-Important Scale




One of the facts underlying the universality of ratios is that they are based on weight rather than on volume measurements. This is what allows them to be doubled or tripled or halved. It doesn’t even matter what unit you’re using, grams or ounces. Weighing your ingredients is the best and most consistent form of measuring, and it’s the fundamental tool when it comes to using kitchen ratios. Some old ratios use volume measurements or units—1 cup of oil and 1 yolk equal mayonnaise is an example of a common ratio. In most cases, I’ve avoided these kinds of measurements because they are inconsistent, and instead I have tried wherever possible to use parts by weight. A cup of flour can weigh anywhere between 4 and 6 ounces. This means that if you are making a recipe calling for 4 cups of flour, you might wind up with a pound of flour in your bowl or you might end up with 1 ½ pounds. That’s a 50 percent difference in the main ingredient, which will have a substantial impact on the finished product. Using parts by weight in these ratios also ensures that it doesn’t matter what kind of measurements you use, imperial or metric—5 parts flour and 3 parts liquid can be measured either way. Of course, the weight of flour can be affected by humidity—the greater the humidity, the more moisture in your flour—but ratios by weight remains the most consistent way to measure.
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A scale is one of the most important tools in the kitchen. Be sure the scale you buy can measure food weighing up to 5 pounds, has a zeroing or tare button, and can measure in metric and imperial weights.

Using a scale also simplifies your life. You can measure ingredients right into your bowl. To take the bread example, you might simply put your mixing bowl on the scale, pour in flour until you have 20 ounces, then pour in 12 ounces of water. If you’re using solid fat such as shortening for a pie dough, using a scale is much cleaner. I’ve always been annoyed by recipes that call for a cup of shortening. It’s so much easier to set your mixing bowl on the scale and spoon in 8 ounces (which will be a little more than a cup in volume) with your 12 ounces of flour.

That being said, there is still reason to use volume measurements for some solid ingredients, the biggest of which is convenience. When precision is not critical, volume measurements are acceptable. If you were adding freshly cut corn to bread, for instance, or fresh herbs, it’s easier to measure out a cup of corn than 5 ounces, a quarter cup of herbs than .5 ounces. In such cases, I use volume measurements.

For small measurements of uniform ingredients, such as dry yeast or baking powder, I use teaspoon and tablespoon measures. This is why the ratios for beurre manié (a flour-butter thickener) and slurry (a pure starch and water thickener) are by volume, not weight.

All other ratios are by weight and are best measured with a scale. Most of the dough and batter ratios include flour. If you do not have a scale, assume that a level cup of flour weighs about 5 ounces or 140 grams.

There are many kinds of scales. I recommend your scale have a few specific features. It should be digital, it should be able to measure in both grams and ounces, and it should be able to read up to 5 pounds or more. Other features, as far as I’m concerned, are superfluous and a matter of personal preference. Good digital scales are available starting at about $25 and are one of the most important tools in the kitchen.









Using This Book




This book is about the culinary fundamentals, without which, as Escoffier said, nothing of importance can be accomplished. Nothing. But because it’s about the fundamentals, it’s also about all the things you can do with those fundamentals, about variation and improvisation. While it’s filled with recipes, I like to think of it as an anti-recipe book, a book that teaches you and frees you from the need to follow.

All ratios are listed in the order that the ingredients are combined. That is, a 3-2-1 pie dough means that flour is the first ingredient, fat is added to the flour and mixed in, then water is added.

Is a scale required? No. I’ve tried to make every recipe and ratio accessible to those who don’t have a scale. It’s mainly a flour issue. Most of the fundamental ingredients have built-in units. A large egg is 2 ounces. A stick of butter is 4. A cup of water or cream or milk is 8 ounces. So in terms of measuring, flour is the one primary ingredient whose weight varies from cup to cup. So for those not using a scale, figure a cup weighs between 4 and 6 ounces. So for a 3-2-1 pie dough, you’d use a cup of flour, a stick of butter, and ¼ cup of water (keeping in mind you may need to add a little more flour). But again, scales make kitchen life so much easier.

A Note to Culinary Professionals

I hope you’ll find the fundamental ratios valuable as a quick reference in your own endlessly variable and creative endeavors. Do note that these recipes have been tested for home proportions, not for production quantities. Because they’re weight based, they should work well when scaled up, but the higher you go, the more tweaking may be necessary, especially when chemical leaveners are involved. I haven’t made a batter for 50 angel food cakes or crepes for 500. My sense, though, is that as you move into high-volume production, small variables, such as ambient humidity, can become big variables.

Notes About the Fundamental Ingredients


	“Flour” means all-purpose flour unless otherwise noted.

	“Salt” means coarse kosher salt. (I use Morton’s kosher salt, which has a close volume-to-weight ratio; that is, a tablespoon equals ½ ounce.)

	“Eggs” means large eggs, which weigh about 2 ounces.

	“Butter” can mean salted or sweet, whichever is your preference, unless noted in the recipe. Most chefs prefer to use sweet because it has a purer flavor and it allows them to better control the salt level of their food. I prefer the flavor of salted butter in most, not all, preparations; it’s what I’m used to in terms of seasoning food. Regardless of your butter preference, you should always season to taste. When butter is a predominant component of a ratio, as with the 1–2–3 cookie ratio, it should go without saying that the better the butter, the better the cookie.











Introduction: The Truth of Cooking




My first impressions of Uwe Hestnar are of mystery, inscrutability. A chef at the Culinary Institute of America (CIA) who hails from Hamburg, Germany, Hestnar has moved up into administration and out of the classroom. As a dean he makes brief silent appearances in my Skills class, culinary basics, at the school. I’ll keep an eye on him—he’s like a spy, I assume dangerous. Big, forceful-looking, with square features and a thick accent. One minute he’s there, the next he’s gone. As I mince my onion and concassé my tomato, I spot him over by the giant steam kettle peering into it. He dips a soup bowl in the veal stock, lifts it out, and stares at it as he lets the stock drain off it. When Chef Hestnar is speaking with my instructor, I approach them with my peas and pearl onions (vegetable cookery) for judgment. They quickly stop speaking. My instructor tastes and comments and Hestnar also asks to taste. “Too crunchy?” I ask him. “He’s the chef,” Hestnar says, not looking at me.
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Some ladles double as measuring devices, such as these 2-and 8-ounce ladles. I recommend owning a 2-ounce, a 4-ounce, and an 8-ounce ladle for both easy measuring and even portioning when you’re using them to serve.


I make an appointment to meet him, to interview him for the book I’m writing, because I find him so mysterious. The encounter is transformative. It is the seed of this book.

Seated in his small office, I tell him I’ve come to the school to write about the basics of cooking. He says, “Za fundamentals of cooking don’t change.” And the way he says it carries such gravity, the sentence seems to extend all the way back to the origins of cooking itself, to the moment Homo sapiens first applied heat to food because food tasted better that way.

We talk about how one learns to cook and what the culinary arts are all about. He is dismissive of recipes with lots of ingredients. What impresses him is a really good cheese sauce.

“People don’t want to pay five dollars for two ingredients,” he says. He says that a dish with twenty ingredients is not the sign of a good cook because mistakes are too easy to cover. Cauliflower with cheese sauce is the true test of a chef.

“The shelves are bulging with cookbooks,” he says derisively.

“You don’t like that?” I ask.

He says that everything a cook needs to know—everything, mind you—is contained in five books: Escoffier, Larousse, Hering’s Dictionary, La Repetoire. I tell him that’s only four. “And Câreme,” he says. He pauses. “No one wants.”

As I will write in The Making of a Chef, he then asks, “What makes the culinary arts tick?”

I don’t know if he’s actually directing this to me or offering it rhetorically. He has more or less lofted it into the air. He lifts his index finger, then spins in his chair to a file behind him, as if quickly reaching for a bat to knock the question into the bleachers. He riffles manila folders and turns to me with two sheets of paper. They contain a chart or grid covering a page and a half. This, he says, is all one truly needs. Here are the fundamentals of the culinary arts—all of Escoffier, Larousse, Câreme, as well as Julia Child, James Beard, The Joy of Cooking, and the Food Network—in their entirety, distilled to a page and a half. “I vould like to zell this for fifty dollars,” he says, “but no one vould buy.” Then he chuckles heartily, rocking in his chair.

I examine the sheets—a list of twenty-six items and their ratios. Along the top run the numbers 1, 2, 4, 6, 8, and 16. Along the side are rows divided by base products such as aspic, pâte à choux, sabayon, court bouillon ordinaire. A primitive culinary spreadsheet.

I find this document mysteriously thrilling. For hollandaise sauce, the sheet lists “lbs. butter” in the 1 column and “egg yolks” in the 6 column. One pound of butter, 6 egg yolks, nothing more. We had learned to make hollandaise sauce in Skills class by reducing cider vinegar with cracked pepper and adding this, strained and with lemon juice, to yolks we’d cooked frothy and into which we’d whip clarified butter. But on Chef Hestnar’s grid of ratios, he has reduced the classic butter sauce to its essence. Take away vinegar, pepper, and lemon and you still have hollandaise. Take away yolks or butter and it ceased to be hollandaise.

I find the ratio sheet beautiful. Like a poet chipping away at his words, compressing and polishing until his idea is a diamond, Hestnar has removed every extraneous element of cooking.

I ask if I can hang on to the ratios and thank him.

 

I keep them in a folder. I stare at them every now and then. After my book is published in 1997, readers write to ask for a copy and I send it to them. I ask a friend who has an artful hand, Caryn, to copy out the ratios so that I can frame them. Caryn thinks that I should note something more than “Kitchen Ratios” in the heading. I think about it and say, “‘A History of Cooking.’” Because that’s exactly what they represent to me, and more. The truth of cooking. All that is unchanging, fixed, elemental.

This book is an exploration of that idea, fundamental kitchen ratios that all cooks might share.
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A chinois is a conical, fine-mesh strainer used not only to strain but also to create a fine texture.

When I begin to evaluate Hestnar’s ratios, I discover much to disagree with. For stock, he has equal parts bones and water, not nearly enough water in my pots. His custard, I believe, may include more egg than one really needs. His hollandaise ratio is practically universal in all cookbooks, but do you really need 6 yolks for a pound of butter, given that for a mayonnaise the ratio calls for 2 yolks for the same quantity of fat?

Only a fool has the arrogance to be dogmatic about cooking, which is infinitely variable, but why can’t there be a standard from which all cooks begin?

As I prepare to write this book, I reach Hestnar on his cell. He is retired and living on a boat off the coast of Virginia at the time. He sounds delighted to talk again about ratios. Where did the ratios come from? I ask. Who put them together, and why? He explains that he did. He was teaching Skills classes, he says, and it drove him crazy that his students had to keep opening books and burying their faces in recipes while cooking. They weren’t understanding that cooking was not about recipes but rather about fundamental techniques and basic ratios of the way food came together. So he simply went to his main texts, compared various recipes, and came up with his ratios.

It occurs to me that since I left the Culinary Institute of America, I’ve been trying to bring both the ethos and the lessons of the professional kitchen to the home kitchen, to make home cooks familiar with all the knowledge common to professional cooks. Ratios is one of the greatest cooking lessons there is. Again, technique is a fundamental part of the equation, but ratios open up worlds. They turn once complicated procedures, like cake making or bread baking, into simple pleasures. They allow you to close the book and cook as you wish. They free you.

One of my favorite ratios is 3-2-1 Pie Dough. I like it because I’m not a pastry cook, but for this pastry procedure, I don’t have to open a book—I know the recipe, 3-2-1: 3 parts flour, 2 parts fat, 1 part water; and the method: combine 3 and 2, then add 1 (12 ounces flour, 8 ounces shortening or butter, 4 ounces cold water—perfect for a single pie shell and top or 2 tart shells).

My friend and former CIA instructor Bob del Grosso loves the 1-2-3 cookie dough because, he says, with no seasoning, 1 part sugar, 2 parts fat, followed by 3 parts flour will produce a basic short cookie. “It won’t be art,” he says, “but it will be good.” Add vanilla or chocolate, lemon and poppy seeds, choose a very flavorful butter—that’s the art. Hollandaise is butter emulsified into yolks. The pepper, the lemon juice, the cider reduction, that’s the art part.


But even in studying these tried-and-true ratios, I find there is much to learn. You really don’t need all that yolk in a hollandaise to maintain the emulsification, what you really do need, though, is water. So I would need to make water part of the ratio.

Do we really need ratios for stocks? No, and certainly not after you’ve made them a few times. You should measure by sight and experience. But here a ratio is a good benchmark to learn from. And thickening those stocks for soups and sauces is useful, especially for those learning to cook. So the stock chapter covers a lot of basic terms and techniques.

The fat-based sauces, mayonnaise, hollandaise and its derivatives, and the vinaigrette—one of the most versatile and important sauces there is—as well as custards, are all based on a ratio of fat to the rest of the ingredients, as are forcemeats, sausages, and pâtés. Custard, too, is a kind of fat-based sauce that benefits from ratios.

But I’m opening this book with doughs and batters because these are where ratios really shine and help any kind of cook, from novice to expert, understand the way the fundamental building blocks of cuisine, flour, water, and eggs behave given varying proportions of each. Indeed there is a dough-batter continuum that runs from thick and elastic to thin and delicate to soft to pourable that became a revelation to me when viewed through the lens of ratios.

We must have craft before we have art, and craft is founded on fundamentals. I’ve long wanted to quantify and explore these fundamentals. And so I set out to write this book.
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Butcher’s string is a handy tool to have in the kitchen—for tying meats so that they cook uniformly and look good; for tying up hard herbs to be added to stews and soups and then removed from the pot; and for tying sachets, herbs, and spices in cheesecloth, to season soups, stews, and braises.










PART ONE

Doughs and Batters
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DOUGHS




Dough almost invariably signifies some form of ground cereal grain held together with some form of moisture. The simplest dough is flour and water, and will be relatively flavorless unless you do something to it, such as add fat, egg, yeast, salt, sugar, or if you wrap it around something tasty (ground pork) and fry it, as with a Chinese pot sticker (6 tablespoons of cold water into a cup of flour will give you a workable pot sticker dough, or about 2 to 1 by weight). Adding fat “shortens” the dough—that is, shortens the strands of gluten that make a dough chewy. Fat is the difference between a noodle dough and a crumbly pastry dough. Eggs enrich a dough, whether fat is included or not. Yeast both leavens dough (a dough with fat, such as brioche, or without fat, such as a baguette) and gives it flavor. Sugar sweetens a dough, as in a traditional pâte sucrée. And salt does many things to a dough—for instance, it can inhibit the growth of yeast or bacteria in naturally fermented doughs, it can tighten the gluten network and make a dough more elastic, and, of course, it enhances flavor. Doughs can be the feature attraction (bread, pasta, cookie) or a vehicle for other tastes and textures (tarts, savory and sweet pies, and dumplings).
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Bread Dough




Bread = 5 parts flour : 3 parts water (plus yeast and salt)

Everyone should be able to make bread when they want to, but rarely do we because of the perceived effort involved. When you know the ratio for bread, bread is easy. You don’t need a recipe or even a measuring cup. All you need is a bowl and a scale. The bread ratio is a common one. I’ve adapted it from what is called the baker’s percentage: 100 percent flour, 60 percent water, 3 percent fresh yeast, 2 percent salt. It’s a good working ratio. If you want more bread, double it. If your scale has a gram measurement on it, it’s even easier (and shows why metric weights are so much more efficient than our U.S. equivalents): 1,000 grams of flour, 600 grams of water, 3 grams of fresh yeast, 2 grams of salt. If you have a standing mixer, your dough can be mixing in a matter of minutes. Set your mixing bowl on the scale, zero it out, add your flour; zero the scale again and add your water; add the yeast to the water to make sure it dissolves, add the salt, and begin mixing.

Yeast and salt are critical components in basic bread dough, but they are used in such small quantities that making them part of the ratio makes the ratio more complicated than I think it needs to be. Salt is critical for flavor. Bread tastes bland without it. The baker’s percentage calls for 2 percent of the weight of the flour. So you can measure it that way if you wish: .2 ounces for every 10 ounces of flour, or 2 grams for every 100 grams of flour. This is where a scale really comes in handy, but if you measure only by volume, you can add ¼ teaspoon of kosher salt for every cup of flour, or 1 teaspoon for 4 cups (which usually weighs about 20 ounces).
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Yeast, of course, is what makes bread such a pleasure to eat. But it’s also mysterious—the yeast organisms are alive but invisible. Yeast comes in numerous forms—fresh, active, and instant—and this can be confusing. Active yeast? When would you want inactive yeast? What’s the difference between active and instant? Why would you use fresh?

I learned bread baking with fresh yeast: perishable, fragrant cakes with a wonderful and unique texture that turn to a paste in the liquid and dissolve. I’ve found that using fresh yeast results in the best flavor for basic white hearth bread, also called a lean bread or lean dough, as opposed to a soft white bread that includes fats, sugar, or egg. But bakers increasingly use dried yeast because of increased quality and a longer shelf life. I now use Red Star yeast, and many bakers use SAF yeast (also the maker of Red Star yeast) for its performance and flavor.

Active dry yeast is yeast that’s been dried and given an inactive coating; this yeast must be dissolved in water before being mixed with the flour. Most companies recommend doing this in water that’s about 110°F. But this seems to be for insurance rather than a strict requirement. I add mine to cold water and it’s always worked fine. Instant, or quick-rise, yeast has been quickly dried and doesn’t have the same coating on it, and so does not need to be rehydrated before being added to the water and flour.

Instant comes as smaller granules and, because it doesn’t consist partially of inactive yeast, is the stronger of the two yeasts by weight. Active dry yeast is typically soaked first, instant does not need to be. Yeast can be stored in the refrigerator but is best stored in the freezer.

The quantity of dried yeast you need to raise a loaf of bread is remarkably variable regardless of the type. Adding ¼ teaspoon, ½ teaspoon (2 grams), or 2½ teaspoons will result in similar leavening. The more yeast, the faster it goes, and as a rule, the longer the fermentation time (time during which the yeast feeds and releases gas), the more flavorful the bread. A bread that’s mixed with a lot of yeast and baked 4 hours later hasn’t had the time to develop flavors—so adding flavors to these doughs, herbs, aromatics, olives, nuts, even a coating of olive oil and coarse salt before baking, goes a long way in this case. It’s a good strategy, though, to mix the dough a day ahead and allow it to ferment in the refrigerator for a day, then let it sit out to warm slightly before baking it. Most manufacturers suggest how much yeast will leaven a given amount of flour—2¼ ounces will leaven 4 cups of flour, for instance. But 1/8 teaspoon, ¼ gram, will leaven that same amount of flour given enough time (and result in a better flavor from the increased fermentation). Adding too much yeast will cause the dough to rise too quickly and it won’t develop any flavor, though if you’re in a hurry, adding too much yeast works. As a rule, either follow the instructions on the package or add 1 teaspoon for every pound of flour, which is about 3 cups. If you prefer to use fresh yeast, calculate your yeast quantity by multiplying the weight of your flour by .03. But, again, the other elements of making the dough are more critical than the type or amount of yeast used.

Bread is alive until you cook it, and so it’s an especially complex system that’s affected by many variables, especially temperature, but also by how long it’s mixed, how long it rises, how long it rises again before being baked, and how it’s shaped. All these variables affect the finished bread, so you need to pay attention as you practice. And mastering these variables, bringing bread baking to the artisan level, takes time and requires special ovens, varying mixtures of flour, the use of wild yeasts for sourdoughs, or prefermenting part of the bread—creating what’s called a sponge, or using dough left over from a previous batch, often called a levain. But the fact is, the baseline for a good bread dough is the baker’s percentage or, simplified, 5 : 3 flour to water. It’s good as is, but because you’re not developing flavor through the above techniques of long fermentation and natural yeast starters, it’s best to give it a little extra flavor by rubbing it with olive oil and giving it a sprinkling of salt before it goes into the oven.

Bread basics are important. Mixing the flour-water-yeast combination is the first critical step. Mixing or kneading develops the gluten, the protein in flour that results in a dough’s becoming elastic. A standing mixer and a dough hook make the mixing very easy, but remember that it’s possible to overmix a dough with a mixer—the gluten network can break down after too much mixing, resulting in a flabby dough that doesn’t hold the gas bubbles well. It’s difficult to overmix when kneading by hand. You’ve mixed your dough enough when you can stretch a small piece of it into a translucent sheet without tearing it.

Elasticity is the quality that allows a dough to be leavened. As the yeast feeds and releases gas, the dough stretches but is strong enough to contain the bubbles. The first rise allows the yeast to multiply and feed and release gas (carbon dioxide and ethanol), which helps to flavor the dough as well as to develop the gluten network. Some of the gas is then pressed out of the dough when it’s kneaded down after the first rise and shaped, a process that continues to develop gluten structure, release excess gas, and redistribute the yeast to give it a fresh food supply, an important step.

[image: image]

The windowpane test. To know if you’ve kneaded your bread dough enough, cut a small piece of it and stretch it gently. If it reaches the point of translucency before it tears, the dough is ready to be shaped into a boule, covered, and left to rise.

The purpose of allowing the dough to rise is, like mixing, to continue to develop the protein network that gives the dough its wonderful texture. The rises also help to develop flavor, especially with naturally leavened bread, sourdough flavored by wild yeasts and acid-producing bacteria. Bread should be allowed to rise at room temperature (the warmer it is, the faster it will rise) until it’s doubled in size. It is then punched down, shaped, allowed to rise again, and then baked. Or it can be refrigerated for up to a day and allowed to temper for an hour or two out of the refrigerator before being baked.

Shaping is the final part of mixing, taking that gluten network and putting it into its final order, whether it’s a hand-rolled baguette, which is essentially a rectangle of dough that’s folded over and over on itself and then rolled, or simply stretched into a loose shape of a “slipper,” or ciabatta in Italian. The bread is then allowed to rise again in its final shape, a stage called proofing, for about an hour, depending on the environment. Before cooking the bread, score it with a sharp knife or razor, which helps it to expand and gives it an intriguing appearance. (For ciabatta, don’t score it; stipple it aggressively with your fingers.)

The oven environment is important. Professional deck ovens often are built with the capacity to inject steam into the oven during the first minutes of baking. Steam helps to develop an especially delicious crispy crust. Home bakers develop their own strategies for introducing steam or simply moisture into their ovens. Place a cast-iron pan in the oven when you preheat it, then when you put the bread in the oven, you can add a cup of water to this pan to create steam. You can bake your bread in a covered Dutch oven, which traps the water vapor the bread releases during cooking—an exceptional method. This can indeed help you to achieve a thick crisp crust, but it’s not strictly necessary. And you can bake on a metal baking sheet, but some sort of ceramic cooking surface is best.

When the dough is put into the oven, two things happen. The yeast becomes especially active, generating more gas more quickly, and the gas bubbles that have been created expand with the heat. This creates what is referred to as “oven spring,” the rapid growth of the dough during its first minutes in the oven. The yeast activity and gas expansion continue until the heat kills the yeast and solidifies the starch and protein.

Knowing when bread is done comes with experience. When you tap the bottom it should sound hollow; use your common sense; and, if you want, use a thermometer—breads should be at least 165°F internal temperature but ideally are between 180°F and 210°F inside.

A word about flour. Use bread flour for making bread. It has a higher gluten content than all-purpose flour. But if you only have all-purpose flour, use it. It makes good bread, too.

Finally, a reiteration of the convenience of using a scale. When you use a scale, you can measure your flour and water ingredients straight into your mixing bowl; when you’re done, the mixing bowl will be the vessel you let your dough rise in, and you’ll always get consistent results.


Basic Bread Dough

The following recipe is what’s referred to in bakeshops as a basic lean dough. Meaning there’s no fat in it. It’s pure bread and it’s satisfying and delicious, especially sprinkled with salt and drizzled with olive oil. It can be shaped into a baguette or a boule or stretched into the shape called ciabatta. If shaping it into a boule, I highly recommend cooking it in a Dutch oven. And it can be varied in countless ways, a few of which I describe here.





20 ounces bread flour (about 4 cups)

12 ounces water

2 teaspoons salt

1 teaspoon active or instant yeast




Set your mixing bowl on a scale (if using), zero the scale, and pour the flour in. Zero the scale again and add the water. Add the salt. Sprinkle the yeast over the surface of the water to allow it to dissolve. Fit the bowl into the mixer and, using the paddle attachment, mix on medium speed until the dough has come together. Replace the paddle with a dough hook. (The whole procedure can be done with a dough hook, but the paddle brings the ingredients together rapidly. This dough can be kneaded by hand as well.) Continue mixing until your dough is smooth and elastic, about 10 minutes. To test your dough, pull off a chunk and stretch it into a square. If it’s elastic enough to allow you to achieve a translucent sheet of dough, it’s ready. If it tears before you can do this, continue mixing, either in the mixer or by hand, until the dough is smooth and elastic.

Remove the mixing bowl from the machine, cover it with plastic wrap, and allow the dough to rise to about twice its size. Push a finger into the dough. The dough should give some resistance, but not spring back. If it springs back, let it rest longer. If you let your dough rise for too long, it will feel flabby and loose when you press a finger into it and will be less eager to rise when you bake it.

If baking it the same day, preheat your oven to 450°F (preferably 45 minutes before baking). If you intend to use steam, put a cast-iron pan in the oven and add 1 cup water when ready to bake.

Turn the dough out onto a floured surface and knead it to expel excess gas and redistribute the yeast. Cover with a dish towel and let rest for 10 to 15 minutes. Shape the dough into a boule by pushing the dough back and forth on the counter in a circular motion until you have a round smooth ball; or shape it into a ciabatta by pulling it lengthwise so that it’s about a foot long and an inch thick. For a baguette, stretch the dough into a rectangle roughly 12 by 6 inches; fold the top edge of the dough over on itself and pound the heel of your hand to pinch this edge down; fold it again, pounding the heel of your palm down to seal it, and continue until it is a roll; then roll by hand and stretch the baguette out as you do so to tighten its interior structure. Cover the dough with a dish towel and allow to rise, or proof, for about an hour. Or cover the dough with plastic wrap and refrigerate for up to a day; allow the bread to rise at room temperature for at least 1 ½ hours before baking. When ready to bake a boule, slice an X or a pound symbol into the top of the dough to help it to expand; for ciabatta, stipple the dough with your fingers and, if you wish, coat with olive oil and a sprinkling of kosher salt. For a baguette, make long diagonal scores. Bake for 10 minutes at 450°F, then reduce the oven temperature to 375°F and continue baking until done, 45 to 50 minutes for a boule or baguette, 30 minutes for ciabatta.



YIELD: 1 STANDARD LOAF

What You Can Do Now That You Have the Bread Dough Ratio

Just the plain dough results in good fresh bread no matter how it’s shaped, whether into a boule, stretched long and thin, or rolled into a tight tube for a baguette shape. But I find it’s best to coat it with some olive oil and a little coarse salt before baking it. And my favorite shape for these simple, quickly made doughs is the ciabatta, primarily because it results in a lot of surface area, which when coated with olive oil and salted, is very tasty. So that’s the method I use most for quick bread at home. But once you embrace the bread dough ratio, there’s no end to the kinds of breads you can make. Here are a few of the ways you can take advantage of the ratio. The variations all follow the basic bread method: mix the dough till you can achieve the appropriate elasticity, allow it to rise, punch it down, let it rest for 10 minutes or so, then shape it, allow it to rise one last time, and bake it.



	
Olive-walnut bread. One of the standard breads I did in culinary school included a garnish of chopped kalamata olives and walnuts, a great combination that results in a purple shade and tangy, nutty flavor. Add 1 cup of chopped kalamata olives and ¾ cup roughly chopped walnuts to the basic bread dough midway through mixing. Let rise, shape, and cook as described in the basic bread dough recipe. These breads were typically baked in the ciabatta shape.

	
Rosemary and roasted garlic bread. Hard herbs, such as thyme, rosemary, and oregano work well in breads and any could be used here. Roast a head of garlic, wrapped in foil with a tablespoon of olive oil, at 350°F for 20 minutes or until tender. Pop the cloves out of their skins and use whole or give them a rough chop. Add them to the dough along with 1 ½ tablespoons of chopped rosemary or whatever herb you prefer. Stretch the dough into a ciabatta shape and allow it to rise. When ready to bake, stipple it with your fingers. Rub the dough with olive oil and sprinkle with coarse salt before baking.

	
Sage and brown butter bread. Sage and brown butter is a classic pairing and works great in bread as well. Sauté ½ cup of loosely packed sage leaves, chopped, in 4 ounces of butter until the leaves are crisp and the butter is brown. Put the bottom of the pan into a larger pan full of cold water to stop the cooking. While the butter is still pourable but not hot, mix the dough, reducing the water by 2 ounces, and add the butter and herbs to the bowl after the dough has come together.

	
Chocolate-cherry bread. Another favorite from culinary school, where students in Richard Coppedge’s bread-baking class used a sourdough to contain this garnish of chocolate and dried cherries. But a straight lean dough works beautifully as well. Add 3 ounces of coarsely chopped semisweet or bittersweet chocolate and ¼ cup of dried cherries to the dough halfway through mixing. Shape the dough into a boule, which allows the least surface area and, therefore, the least amount of chocolate on the outside. The loaf is dense and sweet and delicious.

	
Jalapeño and corn focaccia. Add 1/3 cup of small-diced jalapeño peppers and 1 ½ cups of fresh corn to the basic bread dough while mixing. Pull into the shape of a disk, finger-stipple the dough, brush it with olive oil, and sprinkle with coarse salt before baking.

	
Grilled focaccia. Make the focaccia, replacing the jalapeños above with 2 tablespoons chipotles in adobo sauce, 2 to 5 of them depending on how much heat you want (discard the seeds, chop them finely). Instead of baking it, grill the bread over a medium-hot bed of charcoal or wood coals, covered.

	
Onion ciabatta. Thinly slice 2 Spanish onions and sauté them slowly in olive oil until they are completely browned. Allow them to cool. Spread the onions over a ciabatta-shaped loaf before cooking, sprinkle ¼ cup of grated Parmigiano-Reggiano over the onions, and bake as directed.

	
Fried garlic bread. Add 2 tablespoons of finely minced garlic to the basic bread dough. Shape into small balls or mini ciabattas after the first rise, allow to rise again for 45 minutes, and deep-fry in 325°F oil. Best eaten as soon as they’re cooked.

	
Flat bread with thyme, olive oil, and kosher salt. Reduce the yeast by half and add 1 ounce of olive oil to the basic bread dough. Shape the dough into small balls the size of a golf ball, flatten them, and let them rest for 10 minutes; roll them out as flat as you can on a floured board or countertop, brush with olive oil, and sprinkle them with fresh-picked thyme and coarse salt. Bake in a 400°F oven until done, 10 minutes or so, or to taste (more for crispy, less for chewy). You can bake this in one sheet or, for flatter, cracker-like bread, cut into 5-inch-wide strips. You can also sprinkle flat bread dough with sesame seeds or poppy seeds.

	
Pizza dough. Reduce the yeast by half and add 1 ounce of olive oil to the basic bread dough. Roll out to the desired thickness. Let rest beneath a kitchen towel for 10 minutes if you’re having trouble getting it as thin as you wish, then continue to roll it out.

	
White sandwich bread. Add 2 tablespoons of honey (and ¼ cup wheat germ for fiber) to the basic bread dough recipe; bake the dough in a standard, oiled loaf pan at 350°F for an hour, or until it reaches an internal temperature of 200°F. A bread dough using 15 ounces of flour (and therefore 9 ounces of water) will fill a 9-inch loaf pan. For a higher-fiber bread, use half whole-wheat flour, half bread flour. Score lengthwise down the center of the dough before baking. Brush the top with egg wash halfway through cooking for an appealing brown crust.

	
Dutch oven method. Instead of baking your bread on a sheet tray or a baking stone, bake it in an enamel cast-iron Dutch oven, lid on for the first 30 minutes, lid off for the remainder of the cooking time. (Marlene, the lead tester for this book, likes to add 1 tablespoon of honey and 1 or 2 tablespoons of olive oil to the basic bread dough ingredients.)
 I first read about baking bread in a pot in a New York Times article about Jim Lahey, who owns Sullivan St Bakery in Manhattan. The article was about his “no-knead” bread—I’m not sure what the value of no-kneading is. But baking the bread in a Dutch oven! What a simple and ingenious idea! That, to me, should amount to a small revolution in home bread baking. It eliminates the need for a baking stone and all the shenanigans of getting steam into a home oven. In the confined area of the Dutch oven, the moisture released by the bread has the same effect as professional deck ovens with steam injection. I’m sure it would work in a large pot with a lid, but enameled cast iron holds heat very well, so the Dutch oven is the preferred vessel.
 The best shape for baking in a Dutch oven is the boule, and there are two ways to bake this boule. After mixing and the first rise, the subsequent pounding down and shaping, the dough can be proofed outside the pot or in the pot. If you want to proof the dough outside the pot, I recommend preheating the Dutch oven. But I prefer proofing the boule in the Dutch oven (to avoid having the bread stick, be sure to oil the bottom of the pan first, something you do not need to do if baking in a preheated Dutch oven). I prefer this method because you don’t disturb the structure you’ve created in the final rise and it results in bread with a light, airy crumb.
 Preheat your oven to 450°F. When the dough has risen, add a coating of olive oil and some coarse salt, score it with an X, cover the pan, and pop it in the oven. Bake it for ½ hour, then remove the lid and continue baking until done (an internal temperature of 200°F to 210°F), another 15 to 30 minutes. For the basic bread dough, use a 5½-to 7½-quart Dutch oven.
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“Anelegantbook on technique. .. inspiring.” —The New York Times

“Fascinating. .. After decades of following other people’s recipes, the anti-recipe book

helped me to inventa few of my own.” —Slate
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