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To the great cities of the world and the people who make them so . . .





WEIR COOKING IN THE CITY
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PREFACE


City!


I don’t think there’s ever been a better time to live in a city. In just about every neighborhood, you can find dozens of interesting restaurants, gourmet food markets, farmers’ markets and outdoor stalls selling seasonal produce, artisanal bakeries and cheese makers, and little shops stocked with shelves of amazing ethnic food specialties.


Don’t think I have anything against small towns. I grew up in one and my mother would kill me if I said anything bad about our life there. In my books Weir Cooking, Recipes from the Wine Country, and Joanne Weir’s More Cooking in the Wine Country, I write reverently about life in a pastoral California valley (where they just happen to make some of the best wines in the world, but still . . .).


Cities are where most of us live and something amazing is happening in them. New restaurants and markets are stocked with ingredients from all over the world; grocery shelves strain under the weight of specialty oils and vinegars; bins overflow with exotic grains and spices and dizzying arrays of fresh produce, breads, and meats.


Not surprisingly, our level of sophistication about ingredients, food, and wine is at an astonishing level. Our friends, our kids, for heaven’s sake, know so much now about food. (I was in a supermarket delicatessen recently and watched a preschool-aged girl point at the dolmas and sushi with as much familiarity as I might have a peanut butter and jelly sandwich a generation ago.)


In the small New England town where I grew up, our choice of ethnic food was Chinese or pizza (and it wasn’t very good at that), and the most unusual ingredient you could get at the market was, say, pickled herring. Nobody under the age of thirty will even believe that you couldn’t buy coffee beans at the market then!


But all this sophistication comes at a price, and I think most of us would like things to be simpler, slower, easier. Wouldn’t you like to be able to make food with a lot of style but without so much effort; to have friends over for dinner without having to plan it too many days in advance; to be able to entertain spontaneously for once; to be able to spend a whole day making something special and then leisurely enjoy it with people you care about?


I can help. You don’t need more stuff to do. I can show you where to go and what to do to make fresh, delicious meals for every season and occasion. I’ll give you ideas about how to talk to the fishmonger or butcher to get the best cut of meat or the freshest seafood. I’ll show you how to pick the best wine for a dish or how to make the dish fit a favorite wine; how to incorporate specialty foods and how to put your own twist on ethnic recipes; how to entertain with greater ease and pleasure.


It all starts with learning to use the amazing cities we live in to their fullest. As I’ve traveled and cooked my way through many of the world’s greatest cities, from Boston to Seattle to the cities along the Mediterranean and through Italy and France, I’ve learned to see the resources of the city much as a forager might, full of small treasures that are almost as much pleasure to seek as to find.


In San Francisco, where I live, I found one of the finest bakeries in the city just a few blocks from my house, and not much farther, a small, family-owned shop where I can buy the highest-quality meats and fish. Downtown, there is the new, permanent farmers’ market where I can buy the very best produce from local organic farmers.


I can wander into Chinatown to my favorite place for Shanghai noodles and then into one of the tiny, crowded markets around the corner to buy all the ingredients to make my own at home. In the Italian neighborhood of North Beach, I found a bakery that sells fresh focaccia so now I can make my own panini. And in the Mission, I came across a produce stand selling the most beautiful Mexican limes and bouquets of cilantro for a dollar, and fresh plantains and plum tomatoes for a song.


When I make these trips through my city and into some of the neighborhoods that have been transforming themselves into mini food meccas, it’s as though there is music playing in the streets. It’s a city infatuated with food. As Julia Child said, “Who wouldn’t become ravenous in such a place?”


But so it is everywhere. In my work as a teacher, I travel all over America and the world. I’ve seen it. Yeah, we’re cooking in the city! This book honors all the amazing things that have been happening with food and the people all over this globe who are making our cities places where great food is being created and enjoyed and the differences between us are being celebrated and savored.


Most of you probably don’t remember that old TV show that opened, “There are eight million stories in the naked city. This is just one of them.” Well, I’m just one person, but millions of you are creating this incredible time in the life of cities. This is your book. Enjoy!


—Joanne Weir


San Francisco


Spring 2004
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THE ESSENTIAL CITY PANTRY



The Essential Mediterranean Pantry


On the shelves


Anchovy fillets


Beans and legumes


chickpeas, cannellini beans, fava beans, French lentils


Breads


focaccia, pita bread


Capers


Chocolate


Dried porcini mushrooms


Grains


bulgur, couscous, farro, polenta, semolina


Honey


Nuts


almonds, hazelnuts, pine nuts, pistachios, walnuts


Oils


extra-virgin olive oil, walnut oil


Olives


Kalamata, Lucque, Niçoise, Picholine


Pasta


Phyllo dough


Rice


Spices


allspice, black pepper, cardamom, cayenne pepper, cinnamon, coriander, crushed red pepper, cumin, fennel seeds, ginger, sweet paprika, saffron, turmeric


Tahini or sesame paste


Tapenade


Tomato products


canned tomatoes, sun-dried tomatoes, tomato paste


Tuna in olive oil


Vinegars


balsamic vinegar, red wine vinegar, sherry vinegar, white wine vinegar


In the refrigerator


Cheeses


feta, Gorgonzola, manchego, mozzarella, Parmigiano-Reggiano, ricotta, Roquefort


Fresh herbs


basil, oregano, parsley, rosemary, thyme


Fresh vegetables and fruits


bell peppers, eggplant, garlic, lemons, onions, tomatoes





The Essential Latin Pantry


On the shelves


Beans


black beans (canned and dried), garbanzo beans (canned), pinto beans (canned and dried), refried beans (canned)


Chicken stock


Chiles


Canned or fresh: serrano chiles


Dried, whole and powdered: ancho, cayenne, chipotle, jalapeño, pasilla


Chocolate, Mexican sweet


Corn oil


Grains


barley, quinoa, wheat


Herbs and spices


bay leaves, coriander seeds, cumin, dried marjoram, Mexican cinnamon, Mexican oregano, red chile powder, saffron


Masa harina


Mole


Pumpkin seeds


Rice


Salsa


Tomatillos and tomatoes, canned


Wine vinegar


In the refrigerator


Chorizo sausage


Cilantro


Ezpazote, fresh


Masa, fresh


Queso fresco (Mexican white cheese)


Tortillas (corn and flour)


Fresh vegetables and fruits


avocado, corn (white, yellow, black, and purple), garlic, limes, peppers (Anaheim, bell), tomatillos, tomatoes





The Essential Asian Pantry


On the shelves


Chapati flour


Coconut milk


Cornstarch


Dashi powder


Mushrooms, dried black or shiitake


Oils


chili oil, peanut oil, sesame oil


Panko (Japanese bread crumbs)


Rice wine vinegar


Sauces and seasoning pastes


black bean sauce, chili paste (also known as hot chili sauce), Chinese hot mustard, fish sauce, garlic chili sauce, hoisin sauce, oyster sauce, satay sauce, soy sauce, tamari, Thai green and red curry pastes


Spices


cardamom, Chinese five-spice powder, coriander, cumin, fennel, saffron, szechuan peppercorn, turmeric


Wakame, dried


Wasabi


Wine


Chinese rice wine or dry sherry, mirin, sake


In the refrigerator or freezer


Kaffir lime leaves


Miso


Noodles


bean thread noodles, Chinese egg noodles, ramen noodles, rice noodles, soba, somen, udon


Rice


long-grain, basmati, and jasmine rice


Wrappers


egg roll wrappers, wonton wrappers


Vegetables


bamboo shoots, bean sprouts, bok choy, cilantro, ginger, Japanese eggplant, lemon grass, mushrooms (fresh and wood ears), napa cabbage, Thai sweet basil, water chestnuts
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ENTERTAINING IN THE CITY


Stop By for a Bite


I remember when the two words impromptu entertaining used to fill me with dread. (The scenarios: My brother drops into the city and wants to stop by for dinner. My agent calls and has to meet with me this afternoon at my house. I go to the movies with a group of friends and they all want to come home with me for a late supper.)


Over the years, though, I’ve learned to apply the same careful planning to these impromptu gatherings as I do to formal entertaining. Now, impromptu is probably the way I entertain most frequently and most pleasurably. This is more how it happens now: I go to the farmers’ market and see the most beautiful tomatoes and nectarines; on the way home, I call a couple of friends and invite them to lunch or dinner that night.


Here are a few of the ways I make it all work:


1. I keep my freezer stocked with homemade soup; pizza dough; cookie dough (I especially like icebox cookies); and crisp topping (to sprinkle on seasonal fruit, which I almost always have around, for an instant fruit dessert).


2. I keep several good cheeses on hand in my refrigerator (one soft; one hard; and some Parmigiano-Reggiano).


3. In my pantry in airtight containers, I keep good quality crackers, cookies (like biscotti), dried pasta, and chocolate.


4. For drinks, I keep bottled water on hand (sparkling and still), tea, and, of course, plenty of white and red wine, champagne, and Prosecco.


5. I know that I can always make bruschetta. I start with some good bread, which I always have on hand; toast it using a grill, broiler, or toaster; rub it with a clove of garlic; brush it with extra-virgin olive oil; and sprinkle it with salt. My guests are thrilled.


6. And when all else fails, I remember what my grandmother used to say, “Tis a gift to be able to make soup out of a stone.” I practice that gift quite often. The more I play with what I have on hand, the better I get.


Come By After the Theater


A soup party is an easy way to entertain, especially if you’re going to be out for the evening with friends at a play or movie, and you want to get together for a simple meal, either before or after. I can get virtually everything ready ahead of time and then just heat the soups (I like to serve a few) at the last minute.


If I am serving dinner after an outing, I set out everything I can before I go: bowls (I like to use small round soup bowls on a large plate); napkins; spoons and knives; and the cheeses and breads, covered with plastic. When we return, I take the soups out of the refrigerator and warm them up while people help themselves to wine, bread, and cheese. Sometimes I serve the soup; other times, I just have guests serve themselves with a ladle straight from the soup pot as they’re ready.


One of my favorite menus includes three pots of soup (one pureed; one broth-based with lots of stuff in it; and one that’s almost a stew, maybe with grains, for the person dying for something more substantial); an assortment of three to four cheeses; and breads (grainy rustic bread, olive or walnut bread, or homemade corn muffins). Or I might serve one soup, followed by a special salad and dessert.


Tapas and Tango


A party built around small plates can be a perfect way to entertain in the city. It’s informal, it gets people involved by letting them create their own meal, and the food can be infinitely interesting. Your menu can be as simple as a few olives or shavings of manchego cheese (a sheep’s milk cheese from Spain) or as elaborate as empanadas (the meat and potato turnovers from Spain) and a tortilla espagnole. You can make a whole dinner of small plates or they can be just a little something with drinks before going out. I find that it isn’t necessary to finish with an elaborate dessert, but I might put out a simple cookie or a bite of chocolate.


A party of small plates is a lot like an old-fashioned cocktail party, with the emphasis shifted from the drinks to the food. You could even say its roots date back to the invention of tapas, the Spanish small plates, in the tascas, or taverns, of a century ago. At that time, a smart bartender thought of putting a top or plate (tapar means “to cover”) over customers’ wine glasses to prevent the fruit flies from falling in. Then the bartender got really smart and realized that if he or she put something salty, almonds, anchovies, or olives, on the plate, they’d sell more wine.


When I’m planning my menu for a Party of Small Plates, I like to put together a mix of hot and room-temperature plates, and to include something doughy, something vegetable-based, something with cheese, and something with meat. I include a throw-in-the-pan item (like shrimp with garlic and sherry) or a toss-on-the-grill dish (like skewers of tuna or chicken). And I serve bread with a dipping sauce or puree, like Romesco (a quintessential Spanish blend of ground almonds, peppers, tomatoes, and olive oil).






MENU FOR A PARTY OF SMALL PLATES


Moroccan Shellfish Cigars


Smoked Eggplant with Pita Chips


Dried Plums Stuffed with Gorgonzola and Walnuts


Prosciutto, Parmigiano, and Pepper Breadsticks


A platter of prosciutto, salami, or capocollo with olives, pickled vegetables, and roasted peppers








I like to have most of the dishes made ahead, but since it’s fun to involve your guests, I leave some dishes to prepare at the last minute, and put a couple of my guests to work chopping or stirring.


I don’t put everything out at the beginning. I usually set out a few plates to start on a low table, and then set out the more substantial ones on a larger table that can accommodate those guests who wish to talk and be seated.


And don’t forget the music. Maybe some tango.


Aperitivo


I never serve drinks without a little plate of something to eat, nor do I serve a first course without drinks. But just what to serve . . . ?


There is always a good dry martini and of course white wine—a good Sauvignon Blanc, Chardonnay, or Pinot Grigio—or a red, like Pinot Noir, that is light, refreshing, and not too demanding. I also love to serve a glass of Prosecco, a naturally sparkling wine from Northern Italy; cava, a Spanish sparkling wine; or sherry, say, a fino, amontillado, or manzanilla.


I’m never without champagne (sometimes I’ll add a splash of cassis for a Kir), or a California sparkling wine. And I’m a fan of Bellinis, Prosecco combined with fresh white peach, pear, or cherry juice, depending on the season. And during the winter months, I’ll substitute freshly squeezed pomegranate juice.


Getting to the Table on Time


Cooking for guests can be intimidating, especially when you’re trying to synchronize several dishes. And though it probably sounds obvious to tell you that the solution is good planning and preparation, if you’re making more complicated dishes, it’s the only way to do it. There isn’t a single professional chef, including me, who would even think of trying to pull off a complex meal without detailed, advance planning; prepping, partially cooking, or making absolutely everything that one can ahead of time; and leaving just the assembly for last. It’s second nature to us.



PLANNING


Carefully think through your menu and the individual recipes several days in advance, but preferably up to a week ahead. Don’t pick recipes that require a lot of last-minute attention (like risotto or a soufflé) or that are extremely complicated (save these for another time); do pick recipes that you’ve mastered; and if you’re a beginning cook, don’t plan more than one difficult or lengthy recipe per meal.


Decide what time you’ll serve the first course, the main, and the dessert. Write down the times on an index card with any other key instructions and put it up somewhere where you’ll be able to see it easily. Decide which plates, dishes, and serving pieces you will use for each course, and determine whether there is special equipment you need to buy. Read through each recipe at least once before you make it; what are the cooking techniques and times? And remember to allow yourself extra time. Set a goal for yourself to have everything done one hour before guests arrive.


PREPARATION


Almost any dish can be put together, started, or partially cooked ahead of time. Wet and dry ingredients for pastry, breads, or cakes can be combined in separate bowls the day before cooking and mixed together the next day; soups can be completed the day or a couple of days before; everything for salads and vegetables can be prepped ahead of time; spices, herbs, and garnishes can be chopped or sliced and set aside in small bowls; virtually all desserts can be made ahead (don’t pick one that can’t).


So You Want to Make It Ahead?


BLANCHING


One of my favorite tricks with vegetables is to blanch them first and then warm them just before serving. For example, in the spring I might blanch sugar snap peas, asparagus, English peas, and fava beans, then shock them in ice water and put them aside. When I’m ready, I put a little olive oil in a sauté pan and warm them all together, adding salt and freshly ground pepper to taste.



BRAISING


Braised dishes are perfect for entertaining: they benefit from being prepared ahead of time and are often easy on the budget as well. The meat turns out incredibly juicy and tender (my favorite part), and the sauce is made right in the pot, which is why I always use some good homemade stock. You simply reheat a braised dish shortly before serving (my other favorite part).


GRILLING


I love grilling—both for the flavor and the ease. I get my marinade, relish, and sauces done ahead of time, and all that remains is to cook the meat. In most cases, I serve the relish or sauce at room temperature.






FIVE GREAT MAKE-AHEAD MAIN DISHES


Spiced Lamb Sausage with French Lentils


Green Lasagne with Artichokes and Leeks


Oven-Baked Penne with Wild Mushrooms and Fontina


Spaghetti with Meatballs


Braised Chicken with Green Garlic








B.Y.O.A. Party (Bring Your Own Apron Party)


There will always be a place for the formal dinner party, but more and more I really like parties that involve my guests. My favorite is what I call the Hands-On Party, because my guests participate in preparing the dinner.


The simplest way to do this (and the one I recommend if you have a small, city kitchen) is to have everyone bring a small first course of their choosing and you make the main course and dessert.


The other way to do a hands-on party involves guests at a whole other level. I plan the menu, do all the shopping and some of the prep, and they do all of the cooking (as I run around and help). It can be a little chaotic at first, but if you can get through the initial chaos, it’s really fun. At the end, everybody goes home with a copy of the recipes and, I hope, great memories.


Here is a basic plan if you want to try it.


BEFORE THE PARTY


* Think about how many people your kitchen will accommodate. As a guide, my large and open kitchen, which was designed for teaching and filming, can accommodate twelve people.


* Plan the menu: I like to organize the menu around a theme. I’ve tried all of the following with great success: Midnight Moroccan Fest; Italian Dinner from the Trattoria; Greek Dinner at the Taverna; Tapas and Meze; Mexican Salsa Party; Dim Sum Buffet; or a Sushi Party.


* Go through your kitchen to make sure you have everything in the way of equipment (have extra aprons on hand in case someone forgets one). I have plenty of knives, but you might ask your guests to bring their favorite chef’s knife.


* Hire a person to help serve and handle the cleanup so you and your guests can relax.


* Make copies of the recipes, one set per guest.


* Shop for all of the ingredients.


THE DAY OF THE PARTY


Before people arrive, get everything set up. Put out the ingredients for each recipe on its own tray. If you have extra time, wash and spin the salad greens, pick parsley, and chop onions. I always prep all of the ingredients for the dessert, especially if it’s baked, since the measurements need to be exact.


* Have all of the guests arrive at the same time and give them all a glass of wine or bubbly. Give them an apron (or have them put their own on) and a copy of the recipes, and then gather everybody at the table.


* Assign people to a recipe (I like to have two to three people working on each recipe) and tell each group what they’ll be making. Have everyone read through their recipe. Tell everyone the timetable (first course served at such and such a time, for example) so they can synchronize their efforts.


* Give a short tour of your kitchen: open drawers so everyone will know where spoons and measuring cups are; show them the knife and pan racks. Sometimes I’ll give a few tips, like the technique for cutting up a chicken or forming ravioli.


* Everybody cooks for the next hour or so, except you. Your job is to oversee everything, make sure the timetable is followed, and answer questions as they arise.


* When the cooking is done, the cooks become guests again and sit at the table while you and the server finish and garnish the dishes and bring the food to the table.






WHAT SHOULD WE HAVE FOR DINNER? (MY DOS AND DON’TS FOR MENU PLANNING)


1. I try not to duplicate ingredients. If I start with Crostini with Gorgonzola, I won’t serve Risotto with Gorgonzola; or if I start with a cherry tomato pizza, I won’t serve a main-course chicken with tomatoes.


2. I try not to duplicate techniques. I won’t do a first-course soufflé and then a dessert soufflé; or an appetizer flan and then a dessert custard.


3. I try to think about varying flavors (arugula, fennel, and radicchio salad with raisins) and colors (mixing different colored cherry or heirloom tomatoes or bell peppers).


4. I like to start with a first course, whether it’s soup, a salad, a tart, pasta, a pizza, or even a couple of small plates. (I love firsts!)


5. I like to balance heavy and light dishes, richness, and intensity of flavor throughout the meal. If I start with a soup, I serve a substantial main, but if I start with a pizza, I’ll serve a light main. If I’ve done pasta as a first, I won’t have as much starch with my main course; if I’ve served a fairly substantial meal, I’ll serve a lighter dessert like fresh fruit sorbet or ice cream and a cookie. If one course has been heavy on the butter and cream, the next will be light; if I have one highly flavored or spicy course, the next will be refined.


6. I always, always, always take seasonality into consideration. If it’s summer, I’ll celebrate it, whether with tomatoes, basil, or peaches. In winter, I like to use all those heartwarming, stick-to-your ribs comfort foods like butternut squash and Brussels sprouts, turnips, rutabagas, and parsnips.


7. I like to stay in the same country or region (like Asia or the Mediterranean) of dishes or ingredients. So I’ll never serve a Japanese Miso Soup followed by Pasta with Italian Sausage or a Mexican stew followed by a Moroccan dessert. With ingredients, I might use the same family of ingredients—soy sauce, wasabi, and ginger, for example—throughout the meal, but I won’t ever use soy sauce, wasabi, and ginger in one course and then balsamic vinegar and capers in the next.


I do like American adaptations, like Fettuccine with Wild Mushrooms, but I don’t like fusion.


8. I love diversity at the table, like skewers of salmon, pork, lamb, or chicken dipped in dry spice rub and served with a variety of sauces.









How to Survive Your Own Party



ONE WEEK TO SEVERAL DAYS BEFORE


* Plan your menu. Remember, no recipe is written in stone. If an ingredient isn’t available or in season, try a substitute. Decide how you’re going to serve the meal—individual plates or platters?


* Choreograph the evening. What time will people arrive; when will you serve the first course, etc. Remember to build some flexibility into this plan and to allow plenty of time for everything.


* Think about how you’re going to style your table. Will you use flowers or candles (I use both and prefer low arrangements to encourage conversation at the table). What linens will you use—are they laundered? Is there anything you need to buy?


* Think about the music. Decide what you’ll play. (I absolutely rely on my 5-CD disk changer; I set it up in advance with music for the whole evening!)


TWO DAYS BEFORE


* Clean your house. (Don’t get too carried away with cleaning before the party; in my experience, cleaning up after the party requires the greater effort.)


ONE DAY BEFORE


* Shop for ingredients.


* Prep all the ingredients you possibly can.


DAY OF THE PARTY


* Morning: Set your table; complete any prep from day before; finish the dessert.


* Afternoon: Cook.


* Two-hours before guests arrive: Set out glasses and a large ice bucket and stock with sparkling water, still water, and champagne, white wine, or whatever you’re serving that night; take dishes out of the refrigerator that you will be serving at room temperature.


* One hour before guests arrive: Go over everything and make any finishing touches. Then pour yourself a glass of champagne and put your feet up for ten minutes.
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THE RIGHT WINE


As a city forager, you’ve got to have a favorite wine shop, one where they sell good wine (of course!) and where they’re generous and knowledgeable when it comes to giving advice. Look for a shop that has a good selection from different countries and regions and that stores wine on its side and in a cool, dark place.


Once you’ve found the right place, you need to find someone there who knows a lot about pairing food and wine. Even if you are already very informed, you can really benefit from the help of such a person. (I know food and wine pretty well and I still ask for ideas.) A good wine merchant will be familiar with the tastes of a particular wine and, if you can describe the food you’re serving, will suggest several wines you might try. Be as specific as you can be about the dish you’re serving and don’t be afraid to ask about price.


Wine in Your Closet


If you live in the city, you may not have room for a large wine cellar and may find yourself eyeing that hallway linen closet (move out the sheets, move in a small wine collection). Or maybe you’re just starting out and want to keep only a few bottles of wine in your house or apartment. I asked my good friend Tim McDonald, Director of Marketing Fine Wine Communications at Gallo Wines, for his advice on how to put together a small city wine cellar. Here’s what he said.


1. Buy what you already know and like.


2. Find a wine writer that has a “palate” similar to your own. Read The New York Times on Wednesday; the Wall Street Journal on Friday; the San Francisco Chronicle on Thursday; or the food and wine section of your local paper. Check out The Wine Spectator and Wine and Spirits. Buy some of the recommended wines and see if you agree with the reviewer.


3. Find a wine shop where you can talk with the buyer or another knowledgeable merchant.


4. Buy wines for drinking, not aging, when you’re starting out.


Once you find what you like, how much should you get? Tim said that when you find a wine you like you should buy three to six bottles or a full case. Every six to nine months, break one open; you’ll be able to “taste” the aging process as the wine develops. If you buy a couple of extra bottles every time you shop, your collection will develop pretty quickly.


Where should you store your wine collection? Wines like cool, dark, humid conditions, Tim said, but the single, most important thing is to find an area of your house or apartment where the temperature remains constant (wines are damaged by fluctuations in temperature).


The center of your house is a good bet, basements are terrific, or that closet—if it isn’t on an outside wall—would work. Tim also said if you think you need additional temperature control, try wrapping your wine in mylar bubble wrap. Avoid areas near a water heater or another heat source, or where the wine will be subjected to vibrations (whether from a washing machine or heavy truck traffic). Also, don’t store your wine near paint products or other chemicals, as it is possible that their smells can permeate the cork.


Store your wine on its side so that the wine is in contact with the cork to keep it moist and airtight. (If the cork shrinks, it can expose the contents of the bottle to oxygen and that could ruin your wine.)


How long should you store the wine? Tim said this really depends on the wine. A lot of wines made today are bred for early consumption. Well-balanced Cabernets, Syrahs, and Pinot Noirs, though, can be stored for six to ten years. However, all wines will benefit from a little rest after you’ve brought them home from the store. Good white wines need to rest for a few months, at least, or up to two to three years, depending upon the wine. A really good red like a Grand Cru Bordeaux, ought to rest from two to twenty years, again depending upon the particular wine and, of course, your patience.


Over Forty? (Starting a Forty-Something Wine Cellar)


Basically, the same recommendations apply whether you’re stocking 40 or 400 bottles.


When I began building my collection, I tried to keep one thing in mind: balance. That is, a mixture of short-, medium- and long-term wines (I think of these as my Monday-through-Thursday, Weekend, and Special Occasion wines); and variety of grapes.


I tried to be global in scope, too, and collect wines from around the world. For example, reds from Piedmont and Tuscany in Italy; the Rhone, Burgundy, and Bordeaux in France; Rioja and Ribera del Duero from Spain; reds from South America; Shiraz from Australia; and, of course, reds from California. For whites, Sauvignon Blanc from New Zealand; Chardonnay and Riesling from Australia; a few Riesling and Gewürztraminer from Alsace, France; white burgundies from France; and a personal favorite, Sancerre, from the Loire Valley in France. There’s always room for a few crisp whites from Italy. I include wines that will appeal to other people’s tastes, not just my own. And always remember that there are no wrong choices and to have fun!


MONDAY-THROUGH-THURSDAY WINES (SHORT-TERM WINES)


These are the wines that I’ll drink or serve during the week for casual meals or entertaining, my day-to-day wines, and the wines I’ll use for cooking. There are many to choose from, but I look for wines in the $7 to $20 per bottle price range, including whites from California, New Zealand, Australia, France, and Italy; and reds from California’s coastal regions, Australia, Italy, South America, Spain, and France.


WEEKEND WINES (MEDIUM-TERM WINES)


These are wines for more special occasions, like dinner parties and weekends. They have a three- to ten-year aging potential; are priced $12 to $30 per bottle; and there are lots of choices (and sometimes great bargains). I look for French red Burgundy and Bordeaux; Italian Chianti and Barbaresco; California Syrah and Zinfandel; Australian Shiraz; and whites from California (Sauvignon Blanc and Chardonnay), Alsace and the Loire, Tuscany, and New Zealand (Sauvignon Blanc).


SPECIAL OCCASION WINES (LONG-TERM WINES)


These are wines for important celebrations, dinners, parties, or gifts. They have a ten-year or longer aging potential, and prices start at $15, but can go very high. Most of these wines are reds. I look for Cabernets from known producers and Pinot Noir from California’s Russian River and Carneros producers. I collect from Italy’s Piedmont and Tuscany regions; France’s Burgundy, Bordeaux, and northern Rhone; Spain’s Rioja, Ribera del Duero, and Catalonia. I include in this category ports and Madeira from Portugal and Sauternes from France. It’s also nice to have a few bottles of French champagne and California sparkling wines on hand.


WHAT I KEEP IN MY CELLAR


WHITES


Sauvignon Blancs, especially from New Zealand, California, and France


Dry Riesling from California, Alsace, Germany, or Australia


Pinot Gris from Oregon


Pinot Grigio from Italy


Chardonnay (I’m not a particularly oaky Chardonnay lover, but I know other


people are, so I always have a few bottles on hand.)


ROSÉ


I especially like rosés from Spain or France, since they tend to be dry.


REDS


Pinot Noir from California’s Russian River and Carneros producers and France


Zinfandels from California


Shiraz/Syrah from Australia and California


Cabernet Sauvignon from California and France


Merlot


Chianti from Tuscany



Is This Wine for Cooking or Drinking?



When I am asked how good a wine you need for cooking, I always say, “If you can’t drink it, you can’t cook with it.” Does this mean that I’ll use a bottle of 1966 French Bordeaux if a recipe calls for three cups of wine? No, I’ll use a Monday-through-Thursday wine from my cellar.


There are times when the quality isn’t that important. For example, when you make fish stock, an ordinary dry Sauvignon Blanc will be fine. On the other hand, when you make a dish like Risotto with Amarone or Risotto with Zinfandel, you’re really going to taste the wine. So use something that you would enjoy drinking. In general, white wines for cooking should be light and acidic (like Sauvignon Blanc), and reds should be young and full-bodied (like Merlot, Cabernet Sauvignon, or Côtes du Rhône).
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