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To my parents for their love and support, and for sharing with me the joys of deliciousness 





The Quest for Perfect Deliciousness



A Mission Statement


If you’re like most people, you enjoy putting food in your mouth, chewing it, and swallowing it. But you probably don’t derive as much pleasure from that pursuit as you could. This book will change that.


If a life contains a finite number of meals, and a meal contains a finite number of bites, you can only take so many bites before you’re full and/or dead. A bite is a precious resource. It pains me to think of all the thoughtless eating that takes place across the world each day. So many mouthfuls meld together into one big, blah bolus we’ll never get back. But let us not grieve for the bites that could have been. Let us instead look ahead, to those that are yet to be.


Every time you take a bite, you make important choices. When dipping a triangular tortilla chip, do you hold it by one point and dip two points, or hold it by a straight edge and dip one point? Your choice determines your maximum dip load, the optimal angle from which to enter the dip, and perhaps most importantly, the probability of chip breakage.


Make good decisions, and you’ll get more pleasure from each bite. Multiply that increased enjoyment over years and decades, and the entire nature of your existence will change.


These choices matter. That’s why every meal is an opportunity to achieve greatness, no matter how modest your culinary station. With training and study, you can choose to eat better, or as I like to say, Eat More Better—every bite, every meal, every day, for the rest of your life.


Taking the first step on this path requires that you understand yourself, and your purpose.


If you’ve managed to stay alive for more than a few days, which I gather you have, then you are an eater. But to reach life’s mouthwatering mountaintop, you must also be an Eater: a seeker of the Platonic ideal known as Perfect Deliciousness.


Perfect Deliciousness is a gustatory nirvana, a higher state, greater even than the sum of all the sensory pleasures derived from eternally consuming the ideal bite. It’s the Eater’s true north as we forge through the dense jungle of meal mediocrity, slashing at the overgrown lettuce leaves of convention with our steak knives.


Most Eaters never get there. But it is the quest that defines us, and the earthly deliciousness we experience along the way that sustains us.


Of course, deliciousness is about much more than taste. As the Latin maxim goes, “De gustibus non est disputandum.” (In matters of taste, there can be no disputes.) That’s why Eaters don’t legislate personal preference. We uncover truths that transcend any one palate or plate. We see questions where others never thought to look and find answers where others never dared to tread. For instance:


• When eating a dish with many components, should you seek bite consistency or bite variety?


• What are the ethics of cherry-picking your favorite ingredients from a snack mix?


• What role does surface-area-to-volume ratio play in selecting the right ice cube, enjoying fried food, and countless other eating scenarios?


• Is an open-faced sandwich actually a sandwich?


• Is a cheeseburger better when the cheese is on the bottom, closer to your tongue, to accentuate cheesy goodness?


• If the three criteria for judging all pasta shapes are forkability, sauceability, and toothsinkability, is ziti really the best shape for baked ziti?


• When does it make sense to pour the milk into a bowl before the cereal?


• Is sliced bread actually the worst thing since itself?


• What’s the best way to get seconds at an all-you-can-eat buffet?


• What scented hand soap pairs best with ratatouille?


Surely you agree that these are among the most pressing questions of our time.


As we answer them, we Eaters share our knowledge with fellow travelers across the Eatscape, so that all our lives may be made more delicious. We do this to uphold the motto of our dear alma mater, Sporkful University: Masticate, Ruminate, Promulgate.
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SU may not yet have dorms or lecture halls, but it’s long had a home on that most egalitarian of campuses, the Internet—through my podcast and blog, The Sporkful. (Motto: “It’s not for foodies, it’s for Eaters.”) This book is Sporkful University’s first textbook. It includes not only answers to the above questions but also the distillation of my many years of research and scholarship, as well as field-tested methods for eating success.


Why should you listen to me? Well for one thing, as I mentioned, I have a podcast. And they don’t give those to just anyone. But more importantly, I’ve done the research.


I’ve spent years in the trenches of wedding reception cocktail hours, refining strategies for hors d’oeuvres aggregation and buzz management. I’ve lost countless chip fragments in the deep end of the dip to discover that a scoop chip is better used inverted, as a dome, which makes it virtually unbreakable. And I’ve endured untold syrup-soaked pancakes to develop the Porklift, a bacon lattice structure that reduces soggage by elevating your pancakes and, in turn, your eating experience.


By reading this book and following the curriculum it sets forth, you are embarking on a quest. It offers rewards that will blow your tongue’s mind, but it’s also fraught with risk. Make no mistake—this journey will change you.


The cherished notions with which you were raised will be challenged and laid bare for their foolishness. The orthodoxies of your past will become the blasphemies of your present. Some of you will object. Others will go insane.


For those who survive, no meal will look or taste the same again. A cheeseburger will only look right-side up if it’s upside down.


Now, if you haven’t already cast this book down in horror, let me lay out some guidelines:


• Every one of the techniques and recipes here can be reproduced with standard tools and ingredients in the comfort of your home or local eatery. In other words, don’t tell me you couldn’t complete a lesson because your dog ate your sous-vide machine.


• Balance your course load however you like. If you want to go from the beginning of the book to the end, great. But if you jump around a bit, you won’t suffer indigestion. I recommend you keep the book near your dining table for handy reference in the years to come.


• Every kitchen is just a lab in disguise. At all times you are encouraged to experiment with your own versions of these techniques and recipes, and adapt them to your liking. Indeed, the absence of precise measurements in most recipes is intended to encourage this sort of participatory learning. If you discover a major improvement in a concept, contact me immediately at dan@sporkful.com or 908-9-SPORK-9.


• Several dishes in this book include ingredients that are uncooked, undercooked, or prepared in a manner radically divergent from both the norm and most board of health regulations. Be advised that by reading the sentence you’re reading right now, you agree to release and hold harmless me, Simon & Schuster, and the as-yet-nonexistent corporation known as Sporkful Omnimedia from any lawsuits or claims if something bad happens to you or anyone else while doing anything this book instructs you to do. (I told you there were risks.) Now that you’ve read that sentence, I cite the legal principle of “No Backsies” to point out that it is binding.


The door to a new world is open before you. The bites of your past cannot be rebitten, but the bites of your future have yet to be written. So read on, before one more square inch of your stomach is misallocated. Effective immediately, you are an Eater. With study and care, you can choose to make your world a more delicious place. You can share your newfound knowledge with others across the Eatscape. And together, we will all learn to EAT MORE BETTER!


DAN PASHMAN


BRUNCH





1.



PHYSICAL SCIENCES


Eating on Earth


• Surface-area-to-volume ratio (SATVOR)


• Avoiding soggage


• The right ice cubes for you


• Arguments against sliced bread and grilled hot dogs, and in favor of coffee ice cubes


• The Temperature of Life


• The Window of Optimal Consumption


• Baked potatoes and the Splitter’s Dilemma


• The Proximity Effect and the Cheeseburger with Cheese on the Bottom


• Eating while looking at the sky




As Carl Sagan said, “If you wish to make an apple pie from scratch, you must first invent the universe.”


Viewed as a whole, our universe feels intimidating and unknowable. But when it’s broken down into its component parts, patterns and principles emerge. As far away as the stars may seem, they share a system with our planet, which is connected to our atmosphere, which is connected to the air that surrounds us, which goes into our mouths.


Eating is itself a physical science. Like chemistry, physics, and astronomy, it involves interactions between objects and forces that range from microscopic to massive. Gain an understanding of physical science, and you’ll see that many of the same forces that move heaven and Earth can move you closer to Perfect Deliciousness.


Surface-area-to-volume ratio affects whole planets in much the same way it affects fried chicken. Explosions in space make new stars like explosions in your kitchen make new popcorn. And just as condensation forms clouds that can rain on your parade, it forms tiny beads of water that can rain on your grilled cheese.


The properties of physical science dictate the properties of your food—crisp,I crunch, temperature, texture, and gooey goodness, to name a few. You can’t change the fundamental forces of nature, but you can understand them and, more importantly, eat in accordance with them.


As you work toward that goal, know that nothing in the Eatscape should ever be assumed. Every meal is a universe created from scratch, another opportunity to experience a big bang in your mouth. To make new discoveries, we Eaters must look upon the world the same way great thinkers always have. No detail is too small to be considered, or reconsidered. But we must also find time every day to contemplate the big picture, to look to the heavens—or the pantry—and wonder.


This chapter will take its cue from both the spirit and the substance of Sagan’s statement about apple pie. We’ll begin by discussing principles of physics and chemistry that affect our whole universe, from planet to plate. Then we’ll discuss the process of scientific discovery, as well as what and how to eat when you’re in the midst of it.





I. Crisp: A noun, like crispiness, only crispier





SURFACE-AREA-TO-VOLUME RATIO


This may not seem like the sexiest place to start, but follow me.


Why are certain fried foods crispier? Why do some foods heat up or cool down faster than others? Why do some absorb the liquids or sauces in which they’re placed more readily? Why do some breads go stale faster than others?


SATVOR unlocks these mysteries.


SATVOR EXPLAINED


Surface-area-to-volume ratio, or SATVOR, is essentially the ratio between an object’s size and the amount of exterior it has exposed to its surroundings. A food with a high SATVOR has a lot of surface in relation to its volume, like a waffle fry, or a chicken nugget shaped like the state of Maine—with a coastline of crunchy crags and crevices (figure 1.1).


In the case of fried foods, more relative surface area means more crispy fried exterior. In general, it means the food will heat up, cool down, and absorb liquid faster, all because it’s in greater contact with its surroundings, whether those surroundings are a hot saucepan, a cold freezer, or a bubbling fryolator.


Fried Chicken: When Higher SATVOR Is Better


These nuggets each have the same amount of chicken, but the one shaped like Maine (right) has more surface area, which means more exterior exposed to battering and deep-frying, which means more crispy fried goodness.




Fig. 1.1
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A food with a low SATVOR has more volume and less surface area, like a meatball. It takes longer to heat but holds its temperature longer once heated. It takes longer to absorb surrounding liquids, which can be bad when you seek saturation but good when you want to ward off soggage.


Sometimes an Eater wants high SATVOR, other times low. It can be a matter of personal preference. For instance, when putting chili and cheese on fries, high-SATVOR fries (like waffle or shoestring) tend to start with more crisp but turn soggy faster. Low-SATVOR fries (like the steak variety) will be less crispy, but better able to maintain distinct potato identity in the face of an onslaught of liquids.


The choice is yours. The key is to understand how SATVOR affects your eating experience so you can make more delicious decisions.


Let’s analyze more ways in which SATVOR affects the Eatscape, starting with the microscopic. Some of the greatest enemies of deliciousness are invisible to the naked eye, which makes them all the more insidious.


SLICED BREAD: THE WORST THING SINCE ITSELF


Every minute that fresh bread is exposed to air, it becomes more stale and less delicious. Bringing it home from the bakery is like bringing a gunshot victim into the ER. The clock is ticking, and death creeps ever closer.


From the second you return home you must act as decisively as a dashing TV doctor. Any bread that will not be consumed within hours should be placed on life support. Wrap it tightly in plastic wrap, store it in a resealable plastic bag, and put it immediately in the freezer.


Whether or not the bread is bound for this icy ICU, however, the best way to reduce air exposure is to avoid slicing it. Slicing bread increases its SATVOR exponentially, making it far more vulnerable to its surroundings and reducing its life span.




TIP SATVOR explains why a long, skinny bread goes stale much faster than a chubby, round one, even when both are unsliced. Boules > baguettes.





I’m not talking about typical, mass-produced supermarket loaves. Those are treated with enough space-age additives to achieve eternal life. I’m talking about fresh bread from the bakery, where they ask if you want your loaf machine-sliced upon purchase. Such bread should be acquired intact. This increases life span by reducing SATVOR and allows the Eater to alter each slice’s thickness depending on the situation (figure 1.2, page 13). This second benefit explains why I prefer my method over freezing a sliced loaf, which does ward off staleness almost as well as freezing a whole loaf.




DEFROSTED BREAD


Remove loaf from freezer and unwrap it. Microwave it on regular setting for just long enough to defrost outermost portions of bread. Better that you have to saw through some frozen bread than that you defrost too aggressively. (Use a serrated bread knife to slice.)


Even though cutting through partially frozen bread can be hard, it also has its advantages. Because the knife necessarily moves slower, it’s easier to ensure even slices at the desired thickness.


Rewrap unsliced bread and return to freezer. If slices are still cold or partially frozen, let them come to room temperature. If you just can’t wait, toast them briefly on low or microwave them for just a few seconds. You now have the best thing since fresh bread.







TIP There are a few high-quality breads, such as dense, moist German ryes and naturally fermented rustic loaves, that actually improve by sitting on the counter for a few days. Ask your baker if you’re unsure, but if you don’t know that you’re buying one of those breads, you probably aren’t.







TIP My objection to slicing notwithstanding, I do recommend halving a large bread and freezing the two halves separately (or eating one half immediately). This way the second half isn’t taken in and out of the freezer and microwaved each time you want a slice, which can degenerate the bread over time—though not as much as exposing it to air all day, of course.





A Strategy for Slice Variation


Freezing a round bread in two halves not only keeps half the bread in a deep freeze until you’re ready for it, it also offers you more flexibility in the size of your slices.




Fig. 1.2


If you freeze a round bread whole, your first slices can only be very small ones from the end.
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When you freeze the bread in halves, you can take your slice from the middle or end, varying in size depending on your needs.








ICE CUBES: AS IMPORTANT AS THE DRINKS THEY CHILL


An ice cube’s SATVOR determines how quickly it will melt, which makes it a crucial consideration in any beverage. High SATVOR means a lot of the ice surface is in contact with the beverage, which is warmer than the ice, so the ice melts quickly. Low SATVOR means the opposite.




TIP Ice above the surface of your drink does not chill the liquid nearly as well as ice that melts directly into the drink, because ice above drink level is pulling heat from the air directly surrounding it. Keep ice below the surface.





Generally speaking you want low-SATVOR ice so it melts slowly, chilling your beverage just enough without watering it down too much. However, a lot of industrial ice machines at bars and restaurants put the priority on making ice fast, which requires high SATVOR. (Of course, ice that’s made fast also melts fast.)


There are various ice trays available online that make cubes with a low SATVOR. Some more thoughtful bars use single large cubes, three inches across each face. A few opt for a large sphere, which technically has the lowest SATVOR of all. But it has practical disadvantages (see figure 1.3, “The Problems with the Ice Sphere”).


The Problems with the Ice Sphere




Fig. 1.3
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Too little ice-to-booze contact.
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Upon tippling, the sphere is more likely to touch the nose and face, an unpleasant sensation.
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The cube reaches the bottom of the glass—and the booze—more effectively.
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The cube rests comfortably against the upper lip.










THE ADVANTAGES OF MELTAGE AND DILUTION


Most cocktail recipes take ice meltage into account, making water a key component. When a bar uses low-SATVOR ice, the attendant dilution is part of the plan. On the other hand, when a bar uses high-SATVOR ice and the last few sips of the drink are mostly water, it usually means you got a bad drink. But there are times when more watering down is advantageous.


You may occasionally prefer a cold beverage that starts with a few strong hits of boozy punch, coffee zing, or lemonadey tart, then slowly mellows in strength and flavor. It’s like rocketing into the sky, then parachuting gently back to Earth. Also, in especially hot weather, melted ice provides vital hydration.





THERMODYNAMICS & FOOD TEMPERATURE


The Zeroth Law of Thermodynamics makes it possible to measure temperature, but it’s better known as the law that reminds us that “zeroth” is not a word. The other three laws of thermodynamics are even more useful, because the temperature at which a food is cooked and served has a huge impact on its taste, texture, mouthfeel, and more. That’s why there are so many famous laws about it.


FIRST LAW: ADDING HEAT TO A SYSTEM


(or, Why Grilling Is Overrated)


The First Law of Thermodynamics states that if you add heat to a system, all the heat energy will either change the internal energy of the system, cause the system to do work, or both.


In other words, a grill generates heat in the form of fire. When people talk about grilling, that generates more heat, in the form of hot air. As more people grill and talk about how great grilling is, it makes grilling more popular (thus changing the system we call the Eatscape), and leads to more grilling (thus increasing work). This phenomenon is better known as Weber’s Law.


Whole books have been written on grilling, and the very practice has become ensconced in a soot-black crust of romanticism. It conjures thoughts of summer, fun with friends and family, and a simpler time when food was cooked over an open flame and we didn’t break bread with herbivores—we ate them.


Eaters are not swayed by such treacle.


To be clear, I’m an avid grillsman who enjoys scratching my Neanderthal itches as much as the next Homo sapiens, and I’m a strong supporter of experimentation and innovation. But The Sporkful is where sacred cows get grilled, and sometimes that means suggesting that sacred cows would be better prepared otherwise.


There’s a notion in certain quarters that there’s something inherently cool about grilling foods that are not traditionally grilled, as if grilling is a worthwhile end in itself. It is not.


In fact, our energy would be better spent identifying instances of grill overuse. We’ve been cooking over open flames for hundreds of thousands of years. It’s far more likely that we continue to grill some foods out of mere habit than it is that grilling others never crossed our minds.


To wit . . .


DON’T GRILL HOT DOGS OR BUNS


Because hot dogs come precooked and contain enough fat to retain juice under the most adverse circumstances, and because most buns are awful to begin with, little thought is put into the preparation of these staples.


Grilling hot dogs is far more likely to dry them out, or at least leave them much less juicy than if you boil or steam them, which are better methods.


The only good argument in favor of the flame is that the process adds some crispy texture and char-grilled flavor. To that I would counter that hot dogs with a natural casing offer a unique textural sensation far preferable to that of a grill-induced crisp, and char flavor is better suited to foods with a lower SATVOR, where it’s less apt to overpower.


The argument in favor of grilling buns is even less persuasive.


Most are so full of air that they lose their heat on the way from the grill to the mouth, and whatever crisp you attain comes with a dryness that Eaters cannot abide. (The top rack on most grills seems especially good at drying out bread without toasting it.)


If you want buns to be toasted, griddle them in a pan on the stove, with plenty of butter. This way you’re adding moisture and flavor instead of sapping it, while still imparting texture and warmth. You can also steam buns by microwaving them in their plastic bag. Or make sun-steamed buns by leaving them in their bag in the sun. When moisture beads up on the inside of the bag, the buns are ready.




TIP Choose potato buns for hot dogs and burgers. They’re more moist, flavorful, and sturdy than their standard-issue counterparts.





Have you noticed a pattern here? Neanderthals may have grilled a mean meat stick back in their day, but now we know that both hot dogs and buns are better when you cook them using a stove, indoors. That, dear pupils, is progress.


SECOND LAW: HEAT TRANSFER BETWEEN BODIES


(or, An Argument for Coffee Ice Cubes in Iced Coffee)


The Second Law of Thermodynamics states that it’s impossible for a process to have as its sole result the transfer of heat from a cooler body to a hotter one without work also being done.


In other words, when ice is placed into coffee to make iced coffee, temperature transfer between the two bodies is not the sole result. The coffee is also watered down, unless you do work—by making your ice cubes out of coffee.


Iced coffee may be a wonderful, stiff elixir or a creamy sweet treat, depending on its preparation. However:


1. Lots of iced coffee is pretty bad, largely due to ice’s meltability.


2. Bad iced coffee is a rip-off.


3. Iced coffee is often called “ice coffee,” which is irksome.


All three of these problems can be solved by making iced coffee with coffee ice cubes. I’ll address issue number one first.


In the early days of iced coffee, it was common to see purveyors simply pour hot coffee into a cup full of ice, causing all the ice to melt immediately and resulting in a beverage that was half coffee, half water. Horrific.


Nowadays more vendors recognize that coffee bound for ice must be chilled first, to minimize meltage. (Keeping it at room temperature is a poor alternative that remains disturbingly common.) The more thoughtful purveyors make a concentrated brew in anticipation of the watering down. Some have shifted to cold-brewed coffee, which has additional advantages. But these are convoluted solutions that ignore a simple one: Just make ice cubes out of coffee!




ICED COFFEE WITH COFFEE ICE CUBES


Make coffee and let come to room temperature. Put some in fridge and some in ice trays in freezer. When cubes are solid, combine with cold coffee from fridge. This way, the only thing that changes as the ice melts is the beverage’s temperature, not its concentration.





This approach also alleviates concern number two, which is that a lot of iced coffee costs too much. It’s one thing if a place is making coffee extra strong to counteract dilution, but if they’re simply pouring their regular coffee over ice and charging a dollar more for it, it’s a sham. If they used coffee ice cubes, the issue would be moot, because you’d actually be getting more coffee for the higher price, thanks to the larger cups used for iced coffee.




TIP If the coffee part of the iced coffee you’re buying is pre-chilled (as it should be) and made with regular ice, order it “without too much ice.” The beverage will still stay cold for a while, and you’ll get more coffee for your money.





As to concern number three, the other advantage of coffee ice cubes is that they offer a justification for the term “ice coffee.” When you put regular ice into coffee, you are icing the coffee. As such, it is iced coffee. But when you freeze coffee, you change its state from liquid to solid, turning it into ice coffee. Thus, “ice coffee” is the appropriate term of art in the Eatscape for iced coffee with coffee ice cubes.


THIRD LAW: ENTROPY


(or, On the Temperature of Life)


Now that we’ve covered some vital interactions at the micro level of the glass and the plate, it’s time to broaden our scope, by discussing the atmosphere that surrounds us.


“Room temperature” is a problematic term for Eaters, because it’s imprecise. Depending on the HVAC system in question, it could mean two different temperatures in the same room. Furthermore, when you eat outdoors, it loses all meaning, since you’re no longer in a room at all.


That’s why we prefer to talk in terms of the Temperature of Life, which is the precise temperature of the air in the Eater’s immediate vicinity at any moment.


The Third Law of Thermodynamics is “The entropy of a perfect crystal at absolute zero is exactly equal to zero.” In other words, failure to eat in accordance with the Temperature of Life will result in entropy.


There are many advantages to serving and eating foods at life temperature. You don’t have to worry about ensuring that different dishes are all at the right temperature at the right moment, which reduces kitchen stress. And when hosting, it allows you to prepare more food in advance and have more time with guests.


Many foods commonly served hot or cold are at least as good at life temperature. That being said, the goal is not to eat all foods at the Temperature of Life, but rather in accordance with it. At times, this means bucking conventional wisdom about the correct temperature at which foods should be served (see figure 1.4, “How the Quality of Certain Foods and Drinks Changes with Their Temperature”).


How the Quality of Certain Foods and Drinks Changes with Their Temperature


This chart assumes a life temperature in the middle of the spectrum.




Fig. 1.4
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COLD APPLE CRISP WITH WARM VANILLA ICE CREAM


The problem with the traditional way people serve the classic combo of hot pie and frozen ice cream is that it’s an affront to the Temperature of Life. Fruit scalds your tongue and melts the ice cream so quickly that its Window of Optimal Consumption is barely one bite long. You do want ice cream to soften, because it has more flavor when it’s not ice cold. You just don’t want it to soften so fast. This recipe turns ice cream’s Window of Optimal Consumption into a door.


Remove leftover apple crisp from fridge and ice cream from freezer. Scoop ice cream onto crisp and let sit until ice cream is about 25 percent melted.





ON THE PERILS OF CONDENSATION


(or, In Defense of Crisp)


While we’re covering food temperature we must also cover condensation, a serious issue that comes into play when hot foods are transferred to cooler environs.


To crisp and crunch, condensation is Kryptonite. Any time a hot, crispy food is taken from where it was cooked and placed into an enclosed space, the steam it releases will condense, turn into water, and attack the food’s toothsome exterior, bent on its soggification.


An enclosed space can be a container or bag, which is why, as discussed in the “Cultural Studies” chapter, French fries should never be taken to go or ordered for takeout, unless you plan to eat them on the way home. But other spaces are also problematic—interior regions of a pile of fried delicacies, or the area between a hot, crispy food and the plate on which it rests (see figure. 1.5, “Hot Grilled Cheese Under Attack from Condensation”).




Hot Grilled Cheese Under Attack from Condensation


Fig. 1.5
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Moisture eats away at crisp and turns bread soggy.








What to do? The easiest way to reduce condensation is to encourage air flow, so steam can escape without condensing. Use cookie racks to cool more than just cookies, and serve vulnerable sandwiches standing up (see figure. 1.6, “Vertical Sandwich Plating to Preserve Crisp”).




Vertical Sandwich Plating to Preserve Crisp


Fig. 1.6
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Because air can flow all around the sandwich, steam can escape from both sides and crispy grilled glory is preserved.









CONDENSATION AND BAKED POTATO TOPPING APPLICATION (THE SPLITTER’S DILEMMA)


The Splitter’s Dilemma has long confounded physicists and Eaters alike. It goes like this:


When topping a baked potato, you want to maximize toppability, which means you want as much topping-to-potato contact as possible. If you only split the potato once, creating a V-shaped cavity, you’ll end up with areas that are mostly topping and areas that are plain potato (figure 1.7). The alternative is to slice the potato lengthwise into wedges and essentially lay it out flat, to expose more potato interior to toppings (figure 1.8).


However, there is a competing concern. Wherever potato skin contacts plate, condensation will occur, and crisp will be lost. The more you split and pry open the potato to expose it to toppings, the more its skin necessarily touches the plate, and suffers as a result. (In other words, as potato SATVOR increases, both toppability and condensation increase as well.)


So what’s the best approach?


It comes down to personal preference. Some Eaters (the “crispers”) wouldn’t dream of sacrificing crisp, and like having plain potato bites as palate cleansers. Others (the “toppers”) want the focus on the interaction between potato and topping, and point out that real baked potato crisp is often short-lived anyway (though the skin’s more subtle pop lives on).


Generally I’m a topper, but there’s nothing wrong with being a crisper. The key is to pick a priority and seek to maximize it. Those who try to have it all are the real victims of the Splitter’s Dilemma.


Traditional V-Cut Baked Potato for Increased Crisp


Large swaths of potato are far from the toppings, which is bad news for toppers. But less of the skin touches the plate, reducing condensation and preserving crisp—good news for crispers.




Fig. 1.7
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Wedge-Cut Baked Potato for Increased Toppability


There’s much more potato-to-topping contact, which pleases toppers, but also much more skin-to-plate contact, which increases condensation and upsets crispers.




Fig. 1.8
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THE SCIENTIFIC METHOD: CURIOSITY, SERENDIPITY, DISCOVERY


One day, as the story goes, Isaac Newton was in the midst of an impromptu picnic when an apple fell on his head and inspired him to formulate his Law of Gravitation. Had he been eating indoors, we might still not know what keeps us stuck to this rock we call home. Instead, humanity experienced a great moment of discovery.


Pursuing Perfect Deliciousness means you’re constantly curious, question everything, and hope that every once in a while, something delicious falls on your head. Of course, few things inspire curiosity more than looking at the sky and wondering, as Galileo and Copernicus did before us. And if you’re like me, wondering makes you pretty hungry. (Perhaps being reminded of the gaps in our knowledge also reminds us of the emptiness in our stomachs.)


In this section I’ll share some of my strategies for eating while stargazing, sky-gazing, or picnicking, so you can sustain yourself through your own process of scientific inquiry. In the end you’ll see why Brillat-Savarin said, “The discovery of a new dish confers more happiness on humanity than the discovery of a new star.”


THE PROXIMITY EFFECT AND PUTTING THE CHEESE ON THE BOTTOM


When you put any multifaceted food into your mouth, the components in closest proximity to your tongue are the ones you’ll taste the most. This is the Proximity Effect, and it’s a concept we’ll return to throughout this book. Whether you’re layering a food to be eaten by hand or preparing a taste on a fork, always consider how the bite will land on your tongue and which flavors you want to emphasize.


If you’re picnicking or barbecuing, there’s a good chance you’re eating a sandwich or cheeseburger, and since we’re only on chapter 1 here, there’s a good chance it hasn’t occurred to you to put the cheese on the bottom. If the sandwich or burger is already made, consider eating it upside down, to bring the cheese closer to your tongue and accentuate cheesy goodness. If not, here’s a recipe:




CHEESEBURGER WITH CHEESE ON THE BOTTOM


Grill burgers and melt cheese on them on the grill as you normally would. Before burgers are done, lay out open buns nearby. As you remove burgers, place them on the top buns instead of the bottom ones. Put bottom buns on top and flip burgers over before serving. You just made cheeseburgers with cheese on the bottom. (Bonus: As burger juice flows downward, cheese seals it in and protects bottom bun from soggage.)


Many people say, “Why not just put the cheese on both sides? Then you’d have even more cheese!” True, but the burger is the star. You don’t want to overshadow it, you just want to shine a little more of the spotlight on the cheese.





BETTER STARGAZING THROUGH BETTER S’MORES


Staring at the night sky always tastes better with s’mores. The problem is, s’mores have issues. Regulating the temperature of the marshmallow and chocolate can be difficult, but even worse, graham crackers are just a poor sandwich base. When you bite into one, the graham cracker usually splits and splinters, fillings are forced out the back, and the entire structure comes undone. (Issues of sandwichization are covered in far greater detail in chapter 3, “Engineering.”)


I’ve done substantial research on s’mores, with the help of Nathaniel Goodyear, a president of the Sporkful Junior Eaters Society. (Every member is a president. After all, it’s never too early to start accumulating extracurriculars for that college application.)


In order to improve s’mores, we must leave orthodoxy behind, in much the same way great astronomers have bucked convention to make major advances.




COPERNICAN HERESY S’MORES


Until now, Eaters assumed that graham crackers revolve around marshmallow and chocolate. But with Copernicus as my inspiration, I propose that in fact, the graham cracker is the center of the s’more universe. Not everyone will like this theory—until they taste it.





[image: images]

Roasted marshmallow provides heat to warm the chocolate without melting it, plus gooeyness to hold components together upon bite impact.








GALILEO’S GAMBIT S’MORES


This option replaces the graham cracker with an individual-size graham cracker pie crust, a move audacious enough to set off another Inquisition yet delicious enough to quell it. The pie crust’s walls double as inclined planes, which make it easier to lift the food into your mouth. Put the chocolate on the pie crust and heat. Roast two marshmallows in the traditional way, then place them on top of the pie.


[image: images]


CHEWY CHIPS A-HAWKING S’MORES


When you bite into a typical s’more you get a messy explosion, with crumbs falling everywhere. But if you replace the graham crackers with soft, chewy cookies, the cookies will give to the bite and collapse into the black hole of your mouth, from which no food can escape.





[image: images]

Soft s’more exterior means teeth move effortlessly through the layers, so there’s no pressure forcing fillings out the back.













UNORTHODOX S’MORE INGREDIENTS


Whether you’re sticking with a traditional s’more structure or trying one of the options in this chapter, you should experiment with unorthodox ingredients. Here are some options:


• peanut butter


• bacon


• thin-sliced apples


• dark chocolate instead of milk chocolate (“S’mores the Less Milky Way”)


• chocolate-covered graham crackers—splintering is still a risk, but melting works better






POPCORN SUPERNOVA: PROS AND CONS OF POPCORN SHAPES


In space, something is usually blowing up. But while these explosions are destructive, they also often create new stars. That’s why one type of explosion is called a nova, Latin for “new.”


Naturally, this leads us to a discussion of popcorn. Like stars, corn needs to explode to be reborn in the form of popcorn. And also like stars, popcorn has been around for a really long time. (Archaeologists found eighty-thousand-year-old fossilized popcorn beneath Mexico City.)


There’s one more crucial similarity: Stars and popcorn kernels can take on many forms, but their shape is not random. With popcorn, it’s largely determined by the type of kernel you begin with—mushroom kernels produce round balls while butterfly kernels produce pronged shapes.


I hasten to add, “mushroom” and “butterfly” are the proper terms used in traditional popcorn circles. But because we Eaters are more concerned with what to call them once they’re popped (and thus edible), we use different terminology. A spherical popcorn piece produced by a mushroom kernel is called a Death Star. All the others, which tend to have smaller central orbs and various protrusions, are called Supernovae (singular: Supernova). Like this:
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Death Star Kernel
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Supernova Kernel










THE CRAB NEBULA: A NICE PLACE TO LOOK AT, BUT YOU WOULDN’T WANT TO EAT IT


A nebula in outer space may look stunning, but in reality, it’s a cloud of gas and dust—a beautiful vision with little inside. It’s no accident, then, that astronomers named the most famous nebula of all after the crab.


Whole blue crabs, well-known in the state of Maryland (among other regions), rank just above whole peanuts as the food that requires the most amount of work for the least amount of food. When the bill arrives, you realize you’ve just paid a lot of money to be left hungry, sore, and possibly bleeding, all so you could eat some crabs that are often seasoned so strongly you can’t taste them anyway.


In what universe does it make sense to pay for such an experience? Lobster is labor-intensive and expensive, but at least it has toothsinkable pieces of meat to reward the Eater’s efforts. It’s one thing to cross the galaxy for a glass of water, it’s another to do it for a sip.





ON PICNIC STYLE AND EFFECTIVE PICNICKING


Nighttime is not the only time to find inspiration in the sky. Picnicking is another great way to commune with nature and to eat in accordance with the Temperature of Life.


To picnic effectively, focus on what matters for picnic success: good weather, good friends, good food, and good drink. And because mobility is key, convenience is a major consideration. There are times when a more complicated setup requiring plates and utensils is appropriate (see “Extreme Picnicking,” page 32). But those instances aside, ideal dishes will have the following attributes:


1. EASY TO TRANSPORT FROM HOME TO PICNIC Your setup is light and compact. All foods can be eaten from the same container or wrapping in which they’re transported. If you insist upon sipping your wine from something glass, just drink it straight from the bottle.


2. EASY TO TRANSPORT FROM PICNIC TO MOUTH All foods are either easily eaten by hand with little mess or already bite-sized. Dressings and sauces are minimal.


3. DELICIOUS WHEN EATEN AT THE TEMPERATURE OF LIFE You don’t want to carry ice packs. You could bring a grill, but then it’s not a picnic, it’s a barbecue.


4. PRODUCES MINIMAL MESS AND GARBAGE Avoid plates and utensils by hosting a Toothpicnic (see below).


PICNICKING GLORY WITH THE TOOTHPICNIC


To execute a Toothpicnic, simply pre-cut everything from steaks to brownies into bite-sized morsels. Instead of sticking toothpicks into the foods before serving them, give one toothpick to each Eater to act as a primary utensil. This way each person can eat a whole meal with a single toothpick, reducing waste and eliminating the need for forks, knives, plates, and most napkins (because no food touches your hands). It’s okay to provide more than one toothpick to Eaters concerned about inadvertently mixing flavors.




TIP If you don’t want to carry a wine opener, open the bottle before you leave and recork it. Or bring boxed wine—they say it’s making a comeback, although I think it’s been here for years.





Pack foods in foil or reused takeout containers and transport everything in reused shopping bags, which double as garbage bags. If you execute your Toothpicnic well, you could even achieve that most elusive goal: the Empty-Handed Walkaway.




TIP You really don’t want to bring ice packs. If you have kids, freeze juice boxes and use those to keep grown-up drinks cold. If you need more chilling power, put beer and wine on ice and use the ice to make cocktails. At least with ice you can dump it out almost anywhere, instead of having to carry it back home with you.







RANKING PICNIC FRUITS


How do these classic handheld fruits stack up for picnicking purposes?


1. BANANA The alpha fruit of the picnic, you can peel and eat it with virtually no mess. Bruising in transit is a concern, but if you start with a fairly firm one, you’ll be fine.


2. APPLE/PEAR (tie) Apples are more durable and so better for transporting, but pears tend to be a little softer, and thus easier to bite into.


4. ORANGE If it’s hard to peel you’re in big trouble, and even if it’s easy, you’ll still end up sticky.







EXTREME PICNICKING


Any time you’re transporting a meal to a remote location, you’re raising the degree of difficulty. The natural reaction, then, is to keep things simple. But there’s another way to look at it: The greater the challenge, the greater the glory to the Eater who conquers it.


So if you’re going to bring a dish to a picnic that requires plates and utensils, bring many such dishes. Once you cross that line, you might as well take off running. Bring a nice blanket and a variety of chilled beverages, plus salt and pepper shakers. Serve a salad, transported with the dressing on the side so the greens don’t sog.


In other words, you know the people in the catalog who have the wicker picnic basket with matching glassware and mobile wine cellar? Be those people. Make it an extreme picnic.





HOMEWORK


Understanding your physical world is crucial to eating more better, whether your primary concern is crisp, crunch, temperature, texture, gooey goodness, or any other property of your food. Once you’ve gained this understanding, the next step is to view each meal as a blank slate, another opportunity for an advance in the Eatscape.


Now here’s your assignment . . .


Find a food not referenced in this chapter where SATVOR plays an important role in determining deliciousness. Alter its surface area and/or its volume to make its SATVOR more favorable. Then consider what other foods would benefit from the exact same treatment. You may be surprised when you realize how powerful a discovery you just made.


Submit your homework to me at dan@sporkful.com.





2.



LANGUAGE ARTS


Better Communication, Better Consumption


• The strict-constructionist definition of a sandwich


• Why sparkling water is neither sparkling nor water


• A region’s right to define a food it invents


• A screed against similes, metaphors, analogies, and oxymorons


• The difference between condiments, spreads, dips, and sauces


• Salad grammar, editing, legibility, and inversion


• Classic works of poetry and composition




Food is the universal language, like Esperanto, but useful. It is a form of self-expression and a means to communicate with others. To use it effectively you must understand its rules—and know when to break them.


At many points in this book, I encourage you to make eating choices based on what you see, smell, hear, touch, and, of course, taste. But in many eating situations your senses are useless, because the food isn’t in front of you yet. In these cases, words are all you have to go on. And how can we make good choices about what and how to eat if the words used to describe our options aren’t universally understood and applied?


A friend may offer you a “sandwich,” but is it really a sandwich? Is a restaurant misusing language if it offers Buffalo wings that aren’t from Buffalo? Does sparkling water actually sparkle—and can it even rightly be called water?


In this chapter I’ll bring coherence to corners of the Eatscape that have been plagued by confusion. Once we’ve defined our terms, we’ll combine words to make sentences, as we seek to further understand what effective use of language can teach us about how to eat. Finally, we’ll put whole sentences together when we cover writing and poetry, and interpret some classics.






SEMANTICS AND ETYMOLOGY


Creating and consuming great works is only one part of the Eater’s journey. When foods are named and described correctly, the entire Eatscape is elevated. When they are not, deliciousness is diminished.


ON THE DEFINITION OF SANDWICH


On this matter I am a strict constructionist, which means I believe we must look only at the framer’s original intent to find the limits of sandwichdom. That’s why I’m often called the Scalia of Sandwiches.


The Earl of Sandwich created his eponymous masterpiece because he wanted to eat substantial foods with his hands. He realized that by sandwiching meats and such between pieces of bread, he was freed up to feed his gambling addiction and/or tend to his political and military responsibilities, depending on which historian you believe.


With this origin story in mind, I’ve identified the two fundamental characteristics of a sandwich: First, you must be able to pick it up and eat it without utensils, and without your hands touching the fillings. Second, the fillings must be sandwiched between two separate, hand-ready food items.


The Earl of Sandwich’s original intent is the code by which we live today, which means that bread is not a requirement. If you replace the bread with, say, fried chicken breasts or potato pancakes, you have nonetheless created a sandwich, provided it’s designed to be eaten by hand. Intent is key. If it falls apart when you pick it up and the fillings get all over you, it may still be a sandwich—just a poorly made one. (For examples of a breadless sandwich see figure 2.1, plus Breadless Grilled Cheese later in this section, the Inside Out Hanukkah Miracle Sandwich on page 171 and the Stuffing Sandwich on page 159.)


A Strict Constructionist’s Sandwich


This may look unorthodox, but it has the two basic criteria of a sandwich.




Fig. 2.1



[image: images]

1. It can be picked up and eaten by hand without the hands touching the fillings.


2. The filling is sandwiched between two discrete food items.








While the breadless sandwich fits the framer’s definition, the open-faced sandwich does not. Could the Earl of Sandwich have rolled dice and/or run the Royal Navy while eating an open-faced sandwich? Not at all. Open-faced sandwiches are not sandwiches, because they require utensils and fail to sandwich anything.


For the same reason, wraps, burritos, and the like are not sandwiches. Sandwiching fillings between two things is different from wrapping them inside one.


Hot dogs, heroes, and other dishes that use a hinged bread exist in an etymological gray area, because this type of bread is technically a single structure, not two separate food items. However, these breads are capable of sandwiching, because they’re essentially just rolls that have not been fully halved, and the hinge can be severed without fundamentally altering the dish. This means foods on hinged breads are sandwiches. (In fact the hinged bun is often better served severed, as discussed more in “Engineering” on page 81.)

OEBPS/images/f0024-02.png
Bad for crispers.





OEBPS/images/f0024-01.png
Bad for toppers.

Good for crispers.





OEBPS/images/f0027-02.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0027-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0022-02.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0022-01.jpg








OEBPS/images/title.jpg
EAT
MORE
BETTER

How to Make Every Bite
More Delicious

DAN PASHMAN

Creator and host of The Sporkful

Illustrations by Alex Eben Meyer

SIMON & SCHUSTER

NEW YORK = LONDON = TORONTO SYDNEY = NEW DELHI = BRUNCH











OEBPS/images/f0014-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0014-02.jpg
L





OEBPS/images/f0010-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0013-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0020-01.jpg
Hot

Beer Coffee  Ice Cream Guacamole Coffee Cheese Chocolate
1 1 | ‘\ ‘\ '
: : : : \ \ :
[} | ] ]
IDEAL i * : v v
(Window of v v
Optimal

Consumption)

GOOD

BAD
CoLD TEMPERATURE HOT





OEBPS/images/f0014-03.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0014-04.jpg





OEBPS/images/9781451689754.jpg
DAN PASHMAN





OEBPS/images/f0003-01.jpg
Cgvvve |
)









OEBPS/images/f0029-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0028-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0038-01.png





OEBPS/images/f0029-02.jpg





