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Preface



I've been a seafood chef since 1994, and before that I cooked in several restaurants. I own a sustainable restaurant in Las Vegas, RM Seafood at Mandalay Place, which is complete with sushi, raw bar, casual menu downstairs and fine dining upstairs. And for twelve years, since I was at Oceania in New York City, I've been purchasing from Paul Johnson, coauthor of The California Seafood Cookbook. The reason I use Paul as a source is that he understands sustainability, he has a strong sense of the varied proteins of the ocean, and, like myself, he's got a passion and sense of responsibility about seafood.

Most people are comfortable eating only the “Big Five” species of fish: salmon, the number one selling finfish in the world; tuna, canned or fresh, the meat of the aquatic world; cod, the reason that the Americas were established; snapper, a broad category and a completely confused one; and bass, the blanket name under which all else is swept.

When I first opened up The California Seafood Cookbook, I was struck by the sixty-four diverse species of seafood included. The California Seafood Cookbook breaks down and introduces different types of seafood, explains how and where they are available, and provides some useful vocabulary, so you can walk into a market or restaurant and order your fish with confidence. Isaac Cronin, Jay Harlow and Paul Johnson explain the seafood selection process by going into depth with each different product, its Latin name, substitutions, how to clean it, how much fat it has, appropriate ways to prepare it, yield, etc. All fantastic knowledge to possess in order to become a little bit closer to your dinner.

Their choice of recipes, from Asian to Latin American to European to regional U.S., still reflects the range of culinary approaches to seafood popular today. The simple, straight forward recipes show respect for seafood and serve as a starting point for culinary discovery.

This is my theory: if people don't see the Big Five at the market, they don't buy seafood. They buy something else. The California Seafood Cookbook is instrumental to opening up consumer's horizons, which is crucial to relieving the pressure on the Big Five species, allowing them to reproduce, and thus ensuring that the food chain remains intact and that the species we consume will be hearty and plentiful.

When Aris Books published The California Seafood Cookbook in 1983, seafood was generally less expensive than meat. Now the converse is true, in large part due to overfishing.

It is our responsibility, for a healthy environment and a healthy family, to learn a little bit more about what is available. That's exactly what The California Seafood Cookbook does. It introduces a small segment of the global biomass that can be eaten from the ocean. By learning a little bit more and by being a little bit more experimental, we'll bring a balance to our world, and we'll get some tasty meals out of it as well.

—Rick Moonen, 2011
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Introduction




In the fall of 1981, John Harris, our publisher, approached the three of us with an idea for a California seafood cookbook. Each of us—a food writer, a restaurant chef and a fishmonger—agreed on the need for a comprehensive culinary guide to the variety of seafood available in California. We had found that most seafood cookbooks, while they may have excellent recipes, are written from an Atlantic or Gulf Coast perspective; with very few exceptions, Pacific species are given at best passing mention. Cooks on the West Coast have had to fend for themselves in adapting Eastern recipes to locally available fish.

As we began to catalogue the varieties of seafood available in California, it became clear that we also wanted to capture the spirit of an eclectic, adventurous style of cookery which is typically Californian. Using the finest and freshest ingredients available and incorporating a wide range of ethnic influences, the chefs, caterers and cooking teachers of the Bay Area are among the best exponents of this style. Several of them came to our test kitchen during the development of this book, demonstrating techniques and contributing recipes.

However strong our enthusiasm might be for this California approach to seafood, our work would be of little use to cooks in other avoid our own form of provincialism, we decided to test as many Atlantic and Gulf species as we could obtain, to determine which could serve as alternatives for the Pacific varieties featured in our recipes.

The California Seafood Cookbook, then, is a comprehensive guide to identifying, buying, cleaning, cutting, cooking and serving seafood available on the Pacific Coast. Part I, “A Cook's Introduction to Seafood,” presents the preliminaries to cooking: techniques for judging freshness, step-by-step cleaning and cutting procedures, cooking methods and special ingredients. The heart of the book is Part II, “A Cook's Encyclopedia of Seafood.” The emphasis is on species available here, whether from local waters or brought in by air, sometimes literally from around the world. Each variety is carefully illustrated so that the book can serve as a “field guide” to fish in the market.

An important feature of the recipes in the encyclopedia is the listing of alternative species, including Pacific, Atlantic and Gulf varieties. Cooks in California, for example, will find that the recipe for Sautéed Corbina with Piquant Sauce on page 98 will work equally well with some other local species such as white seabass; readers in Louisiana are advised to try it with their own redfish, and New Yorkers may freely substitute striped bass.

The recipes in this book are a personal selection and reflect many, but by no means all, of the ethnic styles to be found in California kitchens. They tend toward simple approaches to a limited number of ingredients rather than elaborate creations; they are intended to show off the food, not the cook. Because they rely on fresh, seasonal ingredients, which may not always be available, they encourage flexibility and improvisation. They draw on many cultural and culinary traditions, but are not bound to any one way of doing things. In short, they represent the way many Californians cook and eat.

We hope that our readers, in California and elsewhere, will use The California Seafood Cookbook in the spirit in which it was written. Researching and writing this book was a wonderful learning experience for us. There were a few disappointments along the way, but many more pleasant surprises. We hope that you will find this book useful in your own discovery of the pleasures of seafood cookery.

—Isaac Cronin, Jay Harlow,
Paul Johnson

Berkeley, California
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A Cook's
Introduction
to Seafood

PART I





AT THE FISH MARKET

A GUIDE TO BUYING FRESH SEAFOO



SEAFOOD spoils most quickly of all foods. From the moment a fish leaves the water, bacteria which are abundant in the aquatic environment begin to break down the flesh. Cold temperatures retard this process, but even under optimal conditions seafood should be used as quickly as possible after it is caught.

The quality of seafood depends not only on how long it has been out of the water, but also on how it is handled. Certain fishing methods are rougher on seafood, rendering it more perishable. Some fishermen are very conscientious about careful handling and immediate icing of their catch; others are not. Wholesalers also vary in their care of and attention to quality of their product, and retailers may mix several catches in the same batch.


Available Forms

ROUND: The whole fish, as it comes out of the water (applies equally to flatfish)

DRESSED: Entrails removed, head intact, gills may or may not be removed

PAN-DRESSED: Dressed, head and scales removed, fins and tail may be trimmed

BLOCK: A section of a large dressed fish (primarily shark and swordfish) cut across, including skin and bone

CHUNK: An equivalent piece of a smaller fish, such as a whole salmon tail

STEAK: (a) A slice up to 2 inches thick through the body of a dressed fish, including skin and bone (salmon, seabass, halibut, etc.) (b) A slice of similar thickness, perpendicular to the bone, of a quarter or other section of a large fish (shark, swordfish, tuna), often skinless

FILET: The boneless meat of one side of a fish removed in one piece, with or without the skin; also pieces cut from a large filet or boneless meat in general

FLETCHES: Half-filets of halibut or other large flatfish, made by separating the whole filet along the seam parallel to the backbone

SLICES: Sections of a large filet or fletch (salmon, seabass, lingcod, halibut, etc.), cut diagonally or perpendicular to the bone. Usually, thicker pieces yield one per serving

SCALLOPS: Same as slices but usually thinner, two or more per serving



With all these variables, the cook must learn to shop carefully, evaluating each fish on its own merits. Do not assume that all the fish at a given market, or even all the fish of a given species, are of the same quality. If at all possible, buy round (whole) fish (see Available Forms, page 13). It is easiest to judge the quality of fish in this form, and the head, bones and trimmings can be used for stocks. Most fishmongers will clean round fish for little or no charge if you do not wish to clean it yourself.

Selecting Seafood

Keep the following rules in mind when choosing seafood in the market:

Be flexible. It is best to go to the market with a cooking method or a general approach rather than a particular fish in mind.

Eat what is in season. This rule more than any other will insure that you are getting the best seafood available as well as the best value. Don't insist on having grilled swordfish during the height of salmon season.

Buy fish the same day you plan to cook it. Very fresh seafood will keep another day, but the quality will certainly deteriorate.

Ask the fishmonger for recommendations. After all, it is his job to know what is best. If you feel, however, that a fishmonger has recommended something because he wants to get rid of it, try another fish market.

Don't be afraid to ask for special services such as having a crab cleaned or a fish boned for stuffing. Be prepared to pay for these extras, which take time.

When placing special orders, be prepared to leave a deposit, especially if your request is at all unusual. Again, be flexible, and allow for the possibility that the fish you want may not be available on the day you want it.


Judging Freshness


The following are guidelines for judging the freshness of fish and shellfish. Important exceptions to the rules are given in parentheses.

ROUND FISH

Flesh should be firm or elastic to the touch, even to the point of rigor mortis. (Some fish may be so fresh that rigor mortis will not have set in yet.)

Odor should be clean and pleasant, like brine or fresh water, with no “fishy” smell around the gills. (Shark and skate sometimes have an ammonia smell, which should disappear with acidulation.)

Gills should be bright pink or red. (Gills of some flatfish may be darkened by mud depending upon how they were caught, but should be bright red when washed.)

Eyes should be clear and protruding. (Eyes of some deep-water fish, such as rockfish and grouper, may be cloudy due to pressure changes as they are raised from the bottom.)

Skin should be brightly colored, with scales tightly attached.

FILETS AND STEAKS

Although there are many fewer clues to freshness once a fish has been cut up, some of the above guidelines apply. Filets or steaks should have a bright, moist appearance, with no brown, yellow or pink discoloration, and a clean, fresh odor.

LIVE FISH

Freshwater species such as catfish, buffalofish, blackfish and eel are often kept alive in tanks. Choose only lively specimens.


SHELLFISH

From a cook's standpoint, shellfish fall into three main categories: crustaceans (crab, lobster, shrimp, crayfish); cephalopods (squid, octopus); and molluscs (including bivalves—clams, mussels, oysters, scallops—and univalves—abalone, whelk, periwinkles). As with fish, a clean, fresh aroma is a good indication of quality. The following are guidelines for each category:

Crustaceans

Live crustaceans should be lively, and seem heavy for their size. Shrimp, which are generally not sold alive, should have their heads firmly attached, with no blackening of the gill area just behind the head. It is not true that once a crab or lobster dies, it must be immediately discarded; it should, however, be cleaned and iced as soon as possible and cooked the same day.

Cooked crustaceans should have legs, claws and tail (if any) pulled in tightly. This is a sign that they were fresh and alive when cooked.

Cephalopods

Squid and octopus should have ivory flesh under the thin colored skin, with no discolorations.

Molluscs

Live bivalves should have tightly closed shells, or close them quickly when handled. Any which remain open are dead and should be discarded.

Univalves should also be alive, and the exposed muscle should react to the touch. To keep bivalves alive, do not store them in water, but keep them refrigerated and covered with a damp cloth. These intertidal species are used to being out of the water, and may keep for up to a week stored this way. (They will, of course, taste better if used promptly.) Oysters are the only bivalves which are generally stored after shucking; they should be kept in covered jars with clear liquid, refrigerated.


Freezing Seafood


Unless you catch more than you can use, freezing seafood is not a good idea. The connective fiber (collagen) in seafood is delicate and breaks down quickly in freezing and thawing, causing moisture and flavor loss which no cooking method or recipe can restore. And while freezing slows down spoilage of fish, it does not entirely stop it, especially when freezer temperatures are above 0°, which is the case with most home freezers.

If you must freeze seafood, observe the following guidelines:

Wrap the fish tightly and seal it well. Use a second layer of wrapping to minimize the possibility of direct contact with cold air, which will draw moisture out of the fish.

Use a freezer rather than the freezing compartment of a refrigerator if at all possible. A temperature of not more than 0° is optimal. The quicker the fish is frozen and the more even the temperature remains, the less moisture will be lost from the fish. Generally, shellfish freeze better than fish, and lean fish better than those with a higher fat content.

Thaw frozen seafood in the refrigerator until it reaches refrigerator temperature, and cook it the same day it is thawed. Never refreeze seafood that has been thawed.




TOOLS AND EQUIPMENT



THE following is not a complete list of kitchen equipment, but rather a catalogue of the kinds of special equipment needed for fish cookery which might not be found in a home kitchen. In some cases, we are merely expressing our personal preferences. What is most important is to know the cooking characteristics of your own equipment—how it handles, how it cooks and its limitations.



[image: image]



Knives


In addition to the basics—paring knife and French chef's knife or Chinese cleaver—one type of knife is virtually indispensable when dealing with whole fish. It is called, appropriately enough, a filet knife. The filet knife looks like an elongated boning knife with a thin, flexible, tapered blade at least 7 inches long, and preferably up to 9 inches. (If the 9-inch variety is not available through normal retail outlets, try a commercial fisherman's supply store.) This knife allows for the fastest and cleanest fileting of all sizes and shapes of fish. A conventional boning knife will, of course, do the job, but will require more and shorter cuts and will tend to produce rather torn-up looking filets.

While a Chinese cleaver is thought of in this country primarily as a vegetable knife, it is a very useful tool for cleaning round fish, as a few minutes spent in a fish market in any Chinatown will amply demonstrate. It is also ideal for splitting fish heads for stock.

Hand Tools

We strongly recommend stocking your kitchen from commercial restaurant supply houses whenever possible. High-tech decor aside, these dealers carry tools of proven design and generally reliable quality, each designed to do a given job efficiently and for a long time. Among the hand tools especially useful for fish cookery are: an offset spatula with an 8-inch blade; spring-loaded stainless tongs, rather than the scissor-action type; and heat resistant rubber spatulas in a variety of sizes. Other specialized tools we found very handy in the development of our recipes are: a tomato corer, which looks like a tiny scoop with teeth and deftly removes the stem core; and a lemon zester, which removes the flavorful outer peel of citrus fruits, leaving behind the bitter white membrane.


Cookware


Very little in the way of special cookware is required for the recipes in this book. Except where noted, the material of the cooking surface (cast iron, aluminum, stainless steel, enamel or non-stick coating) is not as important as its cooking characteristics; look for fairly heavy bottoms which spread the heat evenly. Where a recipe calls for a “non-aluminum” pan, use one with a non-reactive surface such as stainless, enamel, nonstick coating or anodized aluminum. Avoid uncoated aluminum, cast iron or copper.

The wok, that traditional Chinese masterpiece of cooking design, no longer needs introduction in this country. In addition to its most common use for stir-frying, we found the wok ideal for frying and steaming fish and for tossing pasta in sauce. A 14-inch rolled steel, round-bottomed wok with a single wooden handle seems to us the most versatile. Complete sets of accessories are widely available, and should include a flat metal perforated tray for steaming and a semi-circular wire rack for draining fried foods.

While no home grilling equipment can quite equal the intense heat of a restaurant charcoal broiler, the same advantages of quick cooking and sealing of the fish juices can be achieved on a variety of grill types. Charcoal is the choice for a heat source, and may be contained in a home barbecue or hibachi. The latter provides the most compact form of heat, and can be set up on a porch or even on a windowsill planter box. Unprocessed hardwood charcoal such as Mexican mesquite is preferable to charcoal briquets, both in heat output and burning time and flavor.

Various indoor electric grilling systems exist, from tabletop models with rotisserie attachments to built-in stove-top grills with cast-iron artificial coals and exhaust fans. We tested several of our grilled fish recipes on the latter and found it to produce an agreeable dish, but considerably more slowly and lacking the distinctive flavor of charcoal smoke.




CLEANING AND CUTTING TECHNIQUES



THE following pages contain techniques which apply to a number of species. Special techniques particular to one species are described along with the fish's entry in the encyclopedia, Part II.

Typical Bone Structure of Round-bodied Fish*
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1. Operculum or gill cover

2. Dorsal fin

3. Tail or caudal fin

4. Anal fin

5. Vent

6. Backbone (spine)

7. Pin bones (7)

8. Ribs

9. Pelvic fin (2)

10. Pectoral fin (2)



Familiarize yourself with the general bone structure of the two basic fish types—round-bodied and flat—before starting to work. Many of the instructions use anatomical terms to avoid confusion, e.g. “dorsal”instead of “back” or “top.”

Important: Make as few cuts as possible, especially when fileting, and try to cut with long, smooth strokes. Professional cutters do this not only for the sake of speed, but to yield filets with smooth surfaces.

Typical Bone Structure of Flat Fish


[image: image]



1. Operculum or gill cover

2. Dorsal fin

3. Tail or caudal fin

4. Anal fin

5. Vent

6. Backbone (spine)

7. Pin bones (7)

8. Ribs

9. Pelvic fin (2)

10. Pectoral fin (2)




Fileting a Round-bodied Fish
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1 Place the fish on its side, dorsal fin toward you and head toward your cutting hand. Lift the pectoral fin and cut diagonally just behind the operculum toward the head. (Note that the filet extends well up into the head.) Be careful not to pierce the entrails at the belly end of the cut.
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2 At the end of the first stroke, twist the knife until the edge is facing the tail and the point rests against the spine.
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3 Probe with the tip of the knife for the backbone. Holding the blade horizontally, slide the knife along the ribs toward the tail, scraping along the bones to cut away the back side of the filet.
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4 Gently peel back the filet to reveal the backbone. Sever the pin bones, but not the ribs. Slide the knife along the ribs toward the belly, again taking care not to cut into the entrails.
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5 Continue with one smooth cut toward the tail, bending the blade flat against the bones to remove all the meat.
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6 Pull the filet free and sever the skin along the anal fin. Turn the fish over, with the belly still facing away from you and the head in the opposite direction. Repeat the above steps for the other filet.


Fileting a Flatfish


Flatfish may be fileted by essentially the same process as above. Large flatfish are actually easier to filet than most round-bodied fish, as the belly cavity is more compact and the filets are larger. Halibut or other large species may also be cut into fletches by first cutting through the filet to the backbone along the lateral line, then cutting away each half filet from the bone.

Skinning Filets

Unless a recipe specifies filets with the skin on, filets should be skinned. Place the filet skin side down on the board. Hold the tail end of the skin down with a fingernail and make a shallow cut under the filet to the skin. Holding the knife at about a 10–15° angle to the board, scrape along the skin without cutting through it. Hold the skin taut and try to make one long, smooth cut. Remove the strips of soft flesh close to the fins, either by hand or with the knife.

Scaling a Fish

If a fish is to be cooked with the skin on, it is generally scaled before dressing. (Fish without scales, such as flounder and bonito, are obvious exceptions.) Small fish may be scaled with the fingertips or the back edge of a small knife. Large fish such as salmon or seabass are easily scaled with a fish scaler shown on page 18. With either tool, scrape from the tail toward the head to remove all the scales, and rinse the skin to remove any clinging scales. For easy clean-up, work on top of several thicknesses of brown paper or newspaper to catch the scales. After scaling, the fish may be dressed, pan-dressed or boned, as desired.


Dressing a Fish
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1 Make a shallow cut, blade pointing outward, from the vent to the chin, being careful not to pierce the entrails.
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2 With two short cuts, free the bottom of the gills from the chin and from the belly flesh.
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3 Pull the operculum open to expose the gills. Cut the top of the gills free from the head. The gills should now be attached only to the entrails.


[image: image]


4 Pin the gills to the board with the tip of the knife. Draw the fish away; the entrails should pull away from the body along with the gills. Remove the kidneys (the strip of reddish tissue near the backbone) and any other material left in the cavity, and rinse well.

Pan-Dressing a Small Flatfish

This technique, illustrated here on a sand dab, works equally well for horizontally compressed fish such as butterfish, surf-perch and freshwater “panfish” such as bluegill. Work with a large French knife or Chinese cleaver, starting with the point of the knife on the board as if slicing vegetables.
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1 Start with the fish oriented as shown. Make one decisive cut from just behind the head to behind the vent, removing the head, gills and entrails in one piece. (Feel for the point where filet stops and the belly cavity begins, and cut just behind this point.)

2 Turn the fish 90° clockwise. Remove the anal fin together with the short bones which support it and the attached strips of soft flesh. Save these for the stock pot.

3 Turn the fish again and trim or remove the tail fin.

4 Turn once more and remove the dorsal fin, again with the supporting bones. What are left are the two filets attached to the backbone. Remove any traces of kidney and roe and rinse the fish well.

Steaking a Dressed Salmon

This technique is adaptable to any similarly sized and shaped fish. It produces four filet portions, two from the tail and two from near the head, as well as steaks from the central section. For the first steps, use a French knife or Chinese cleaver for best results.
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1 Cut diagonally behind the operculum, as close to the bone and as far into the head as possible.
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2 Turn the fish over and repeat. Sever the backbone to remove the head.
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3 Trim the flap of belly flesh by about an inch, if desired. (This is the fattest and least desirable part of the meat.)
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4 Using a steaking knife (see page 18) or a French knife make the first cut perpendicular to the backbone about 4 inches from the head end. Slice the fish into steaks, ¾–1½ inches thick, to approximately the point of the anal fin. If the backbone is particularly large you can force the knife through it by hitting the blade with a rubber mallet (see page 18). Filet the head and tail portions or reserve them for cooking whole.

*“Round-bodied” refers to one of two basic body shapes. “Round” is a professional term used for whole, undressed fish (see page 13).




COOKING METHODS



Dry Heat Methods

GRILLING

PROBABLY the oldest method of cooking fish, and arguably the best, is directly over a fire. In its modem version, grilling, the fish is cooked over direct heat while supported by a grill of parallel metal bars or wire. The heat source may be charcoal or wood, a gas flame or an electric heating element. The fish is cooked both by direct heat and by heat transmitted through the grill bars, which typically leave a pattern of dark searing marks on the cooked surface.

Most grilled seafood benefits from a preliminary oil-based marinade. Additional flavor can be introduced by throwing fresh or dried herbs and herb stems on the coals as the fish cooks; rosemary, thyme and wild fennel stalks are especially appropriate for this treatment. For a typical grilling procedure, see Grilled Salmon with Fennel (page 187).

The most common grilling problems are fish sticking to the grill and over- or under-cooking. To avoid these:

Oil filets or steaks which have not had a preliminary marinade, draining off excess oil to prevent flare-ups on the grill. (An exception to this rule is small pan-dressed flatfish, which seem more likely to stick if they are oiled; they are best grilled without any oil or marinade.)

Allow the pieces to warm briefly to room temperature before cooking. This allows the heat to penetrate to the center more quickly without overcooking the outside. (This advice applies to other cooking methods as well.)

Preheat the grill thoroughly. Fish will nearly always stick to a cold grill.

Work with a hot fire. Mexican mesquite charcoal or hardwood produces a hotter fire than briquets and imparts a nicer aroma. Generally speaking, if you can hold your hand a few inches above the grill for any length of time, the fire is not hot enough. Set electric or other indoor grills to maximum heat.

Maintain the grill surface carefully during and after use. Clean the grill with a wire brush between rounds of grilling, and oil after cleaning as you would a cast-iron skillet.

Position fish carefully to minimize contact with the grill. Whether cooking whole fish or filets, place them perpendicular to the grill bars rather than parallel. Start filets skin side up for the best presentation.
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