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INTRODUCTION


COOKING IS FUN! When I started teaching cooking in 1973 in my San Francisco flat, there was a common expression: “If you can read, you can cook.” That was an era when we were all falling in love with cooking. We were coming out of an era when “gourmet cooking” included casseroles made with cream of mushroom soup; we were moving into an era of beef Wellington and Grand Marnier soufflé. Some of us taught ourselves how to cook by reading The Joy of Cooking; others by reading Mastering the Art of French Cooking, volumes one and two. We read, and cooked, and talked about food. It was a very exciting time.

In those days, Julia Child taught us on television. There were cooking demonstrations by people such as Marcella Hazan and Richard Olney at the Sutter Street store of Williams-Sonoma; Jacques Pépin was teaching at a cooking school in Palo Alto. Not long after, James Beard started giving classes at the Stanford Court Hotel. I was lucky enough to watch Julias shows, memorize her books, and take classes from these great cooks. I also took a short course at Le Cordon Bleu in London.

With very little formal training, I began teaching people how to cook. Two or three evenings a week eight people would come to my flat to cook together. I would read the book the night before, buy the groceries, and hand out the recipes. It was just plain fun.

Very soon after, I began giving demonstrations at stores such as Design Research and Williams-Sonoma. I also taught regularly on local morning television shows. Although I was teaching in my home, I called my school Tante Marie’s Cooking School after an old French cookbook. (Tante Marie means Aunt Mary.)

After five years of this, I started to think about getting serious about my career. One day I told a friend I simply wasn’t making enough money and I didn’t have any resources—what if I broke my leg? Two days later I slipped on first base and did break my leg! That was when I raised some capital and started a full-time cooking school in April 1979 on a residential block between Telegraph Hill and Fisherman’s Wharf. About that time I was able to go back to Europe for another short course at the London Cordon Bleu and at La Varenne in Paris, a mecca in those days for anyone wanting to learn French cooking.

Tante Marie’s Cooking School in San Francisco didn’t exactly take off. Yes, we had an assured business of young people coming after work to cook together, but I had only one full-time student the first summer. His teachers each week were Jeremiah Tower, Carlo Middione, and Ken Horn. The next summer I had three full-time students. You might say it was a slow start, but we kept going.

Five years later I went back to Europe, this time to learn sauces from Madeleine Kam-man in her home in Lake Annecy and to learn pastry, again at La Varenne. I spent some weeks in three consecutive years with Lorenza de Medici at her home, Badia a Coltibuono, learning Italian cooking. At other times I took groups to cook with Darina Allen at Ballymaloe Cookery School in Cork; to Bordeaux with Jean-Pierre Moulle; to Mexico with Diana Kennedy; to Provence with Lydie Marshall; and to Sicily with Anna Tasca Lanza.

Now Tante Marie’s is busy every day and every night of the week. In the same storefront where we started in 1979, fourteen students cook every weekday with a chef/ instructor for the Six-Month Full-Time Culinary Course. Another fourteen students cook every Monday and Wednesday evening and every other Saturday with their chef/instructor for the Six-Month Part-Time Pastry Course. On the other weekends, people come from places such as Portland, Reno, and Los Angeles for Weekend Participation Courses, for classes on subjects such as Mediterranean cooking or California Asian cooking. Once a week for six evenings, students come to the Evening Participation Courses. Between terms we offer Cooking Vacations for students from around the world. Finally, whenever the school is free, we have Party Classes for groups who take over the school for the whole evening. On these evenings, between twenty and thirty people cook a meal together for such events as a party for summer associates of a law firm or perhaps for a birthday party. At Tante Maries the teachers specialize in getting everyone to cook. That’s what makes it fun.

A good cooking teacher needs to read new cookbooks, food magazines, and newspaper food sections to be up on what’s current in cooking. However, the best way to learn is to eat in good restaurants. Chefs are the innovators. A good cooking teacher eats a dish in a restaurant, tries it at home or with her students, and writes it up in her own words, giving credit to the chef. The recipes in this book are from many sources. We have been cooking with them over the years, making changes, adapting, and enjoying. I have tried my best to credit sources.



How to Cook

The first thing to learn about cooking is not to worry! When you offer to cook for others, it is one of the nicest things you can do for them. So what if the food doesn’t come out exactly as you’d like? The fact that you have shared yourself with others by giving them food is all that counts.

In this book I’ve tried to supply explanations and hints to give you the confidence to cook, to risk making mistakes, and to figure out how to correct them. For instance, if you understand what it means to deglaze, or what flour does when exercised, it will help you to see how simple cooking really is. Most cookbooks are basically recipe collections that tell you exactly how to execute the recipes. What I am trying to do here is teach you how to cook so that you can start cooking without recipes. Each chapter starts with simpler recipes and moves to the more complicated. If you really cook your way through this book, you will have learned every technique that an accomplished home cook needs. You may, however, prefer to try recipes randomly. Hopefully this will be a learning experience as well. The concept of this book is to teach cooking through recipes, with additional information supplied throughout so that you will begin to understand cooking in its entirety. Although we teach much more in the full-time culinary kitchen of Tante Marie’s Cooking School—how to cook sweet-breads and how to make aspic, for example—I have included only recipes in this book that I would serve in my own home.

When approaching a recipe, keep in mind that recipes are just guidelines; they do not have to be followed to the letter. However, it is a good idea not to start drastically changing a recipe until you’ve tried it first as it is written. The top of the recipe lists what ingredients to get out and what needs to be prepared ahead. Read through this to note when things like toasted nuts or melted butter are called for. What good cooks do when following a recipe is read through the recipe first to get clear in their minds the steps to be followed. They may refer back to the recipe once in a while, but not constantly. Keep in mind that when it says “chopped,” “minced,” “sifted,” or “melted” before the ingredient, you do those things before measuring. When it says, for example, “1 cup chopped walnuts,” chop them before measuring them.

KNIVES


It is very important to learn how to use a knife properly. You should hold your 8- or 9-inch French chef’s knife firmly, grasping the blade as well as the handle. Slice in one downward motion forward onto a wooden board. Do not lean or slide the knife over to get the food off. It will come off in the next slice. Your other hand should be curled so that the thumb is behind the fingers, which are curled so that the knife will glide off the knuckles if it gets too close. I find lifting the elbow helps to keep the noncutting hand in place. It takes about three weeks to develop a new habit. Now is the time to start the habit of slicing, chopping, and mincing correctly. When chopping, try not to have the knife going toward your hand or body. When mincing, keep both hands on the knife. Always clean the knife and put it away when you are through with it. Do not grab for a falling knife; rather, jump away. Remember that a French chef’s knife is not suitable for cutting everything. Meat should be sliced with a thin knife, while cakes and bread should be cut with a serrated knife. Paring knives are fine for many small tasks.

INGREDIENTS


The professional cook chops and minces everything ahead of time. Since most cooking in restaurants now is done “to order,” or “a la minute,” the professional doesn’t start cooking until the order comes in. Getting everything ready is called doing the “mise en place.” However, to save time a home cook is more likely to prepare the onions and put them on to cook, while mincing the garlic and then peeling, seeding, and chopping the tomatoes to add after that. The idea for both the professional and the accomplished home cook is to plan time so there is no waiting for something to cook.

In the Tante Marie kitchens and in this book, sugar is always granulated unless specified otherwise; flour is always unbleached all-purpose; butter is unsalted; olive oil is virgin or extra virgin; lemon juice is always freshly squeezed; eggs are large; and onions are always yellow unless specified otherwise.

The assumption in this book is that you will wash all ingredients except mushrooms and berries such as strawberries and raspberries—these should be wiped with a damp cloth, so that they don’t absorb excess moisture.

MEASURING


Glass measuring cups are for measuring liquids. Metal measuring cups are for measuring dry ingredients, flour in particular. You will look silly trying to measure vinegar in a little metal cup or packing flour into a glass measuring cup. In fact, you would look silly trying to grind pepper into little measuring spoons. These are for baking. If you aren’t sure what a teaspoon of something looks like in your hand, measure a teaspoon of salt and put it into your hand, so that you can start using your hand to measure while cooking. It is very important that you measure baking soda and baking powder exactly, but everything else you can guess at. You never see restaurant cooks using little spoons that are all tied together to measure a tablespoon of brandy; they just pour it in. Think of this too: there are about four cups of wine in a bottle, so when a recipe calls for a cup of wine, use about one-quarter of a bottle. This is what I mean about taking risks. There is no harm done if you add too much brandy one time and too little the next, or salt or butter, for that matter. Just do it!

However, ingredients are usually purchased by weight—an ounce of this, or a pound of that. That is why many books give conversion charts: a pound of flour has a much larger volume than a pound of butter. Don’t confuse weight and volume. When a recipe calls for something like 2½ pounds of potatoes, remember that generally a potato, an apple, and a tomato each weighs about half a pound. So 2½ pounds of potatoes is five large potatoes.

UNDERSTANDING HEAT


Moderating the flame is something no one can teach you. After a while you just get a feel for it. Don’t be afraid to cook over high heat—for most cooking it is better than low heat. Always turn the handle of a pot on the stove so that it is not sticking out where someone might knock it.

It is important to stir mixtures when they are coming to a boil to prevent them from sticking and burning. Once the mixture boils and the heat is lowered to a simmer, the movement of the simmer will help to keep the mixture from sticking on the bottom of the pan.

A low oven (250 degrees) is for baking meringues and warming plates. A moderate oven (350 degrees) is for reheating food, baking, and general cooking. A hot oven (450 to 500 degrees) is for roasting. After a while, you will be able to stick your arm in an oven and tell about what temperature it is. With the cost and scarcity of energy, it makes no sense to always preheat the oven. The truth is that the only time you need a preheated oven is for baking and for soufflés.

All these recipes have been tested in regular home ovens. When using convection ovens, the cooking times recommended here must be shortened.

SEASONING


You should know what absolutely every ingredient you put into a dish tastes like. Good cooks taste all the time when they are cooking to see how the dish is progressing and to know what’s happening. You can’t leave taste to random guessing or blind following of recipes. I can’t emphasize this enough! The more you taste the food you are making, the more control you will have over the final dish. Never, never serve food without tasting it to make sure it is seasoned the way you want.

SERVING


Put hot food on heated plates. When serving individual plates, food that is mounded is more attractive than food that is flat. I do not mean food that is layered one course on top of another; just mound it a little. All the food should be in the middle of the plate; there should be no bare spots showing in the middle. There should also be no food on the rim of the plate—the rim should rather be like a frame of a picture. Don’t waste time making the plate look perfect. If the food gets cold while you are arranging it, stick it in a hot oven to warm it up.





Recommended List of Equipment

8- or 9-inch chef’s knife

bread knife

paring knife

boning knife

carving knife

sharpening steel

1-, 2-, and 4-quart saucepans (copper or All-Clad)

10-inch sauté pan (stainless steel-lined copper or All-Clad)

nonstick frying pan (SilverStone) pasta pot (stainless steel)

10 by 16-inch roasting pan (Le Creuset)

10 by 16 by 5-inch oval deep enamel covered pot (Le Creuset) (sometimes called Dutch or French oven)

6 baking sheets (half sheet pans)

kitchen scissors

measuring spoons

dry measuring cups

pastry cutter and scraper

rolling pin

4- and 9-inch metal tart tins with removable bottoms; 4-inch flan rings

8 or 9 by 3-inch cake pans

large flat plates for serving tarts or cakes

pie server

cooling racks

1-, 2-, and 4-cup Pyrex measuring cups

3-inch Pyrex custard cups

9 by 13-inch Pyrex glass baking pans

stainless steel bowls in various sizes

vegetable peeler

wine opener

ladle

tongs

wooden spoons and spatulas

bulb baster

meat pounder

sauce and balloon whisk

juicer

scales

sieve

grater

3-inch individual ring molds

2-inch individual ramekins

4-inch individual gratin dishes

1-inch cookie cutter

3-inch cookie cutter

string

skewers

potato ricer

food mill

immersion blender

Cuisinart food processor

Kitchen Aid mixer

large salad bowl and servers

pizza peel and stone

grill pan with ridges

cold smoker

charcoal grill with chimney starter

blowtorch

ice cream machine





Methods of Cooking

If someone brings you a whole salmon, or a wild turkey, or a piece of venison, the first thing you should say to yourself is “How am I going to cook this?” It is very important that you know whether the fish, poultry, or meat is tough or tender before you decide what method of cooking to use. Generally, all fish is tender whether caught in the wild or farmed, but falls apart easily as soon as it is cooked through. Most chickens, ducks, and rabbits for sale in the markets are slaughtered when they are young and tender. Meat can range from tough to tender, depending on what part of the animal it comes from. Most of the pork, lamb, and beef offered for sale in upscale markets is tender and lean. Sometimes you can purchase the tough cuts of meat only by special order.

When a hunter brings you a bird or a piece of venison, you need to know how old it is to determine how tender it is. The size of the turkey or deer will usually tell you its approximate age. You can roast a young bird but must marinate an older one.

With any purchased meat, it is not only a question of age but of cut. If the cut is from the forequarters, it is probably tough. If it is from the hindquarters, it may be tender. The farther the meat from the center of the back, the tougher it can be. More tender cuts of meat have white streaks of fat, called marbling, throughout. Tougher cuts of meat have no marbling. When in doubt, it’s best to ask the butcher. Don’t try to grill or roast tough meats unless they have been marinated—it is the tough cuts of meat that make the delicious braises and stews.

The following cooking methods should be reviewed before you begin to cook any fish, poultry, or meat without a recipe.



	Moist heat
	poach
	fish, eggs, pears



	 
	steam
	fish, green vegetables



	 
	boil
	pasta, green vegetables



	Dry heat
	roast/bake
	fish, chicken, tender cuts of meat



	 
	grill/broil
	fish, chicken, tender cuts of meat



	In fat
	pan-fry, stir-fry, sauté
	fish, chicken, tender cuts of meat



	 
	deep-fry
	fish, chicken, tender cuts of meat



	Combination
	braise
	fish, chicken, tender cuts of meat to flavor, tough cuts of meat to flavor and tenderize



	 
	stew
	tough cuts of meat to tenderize



	Encased
	in parchment
	fish and other tender foods



	 
	in pastry
	fish and other tender foods



	Miscellaneous
	marinate
	fish



	 
	cure, pickle, and/or smoke
	fish, poultry, meats








MOIST HEAT


The principal reason to cook food in moist heat is to keep it from drying out. Poaching means to keep the liquid below a boil so that it barely moves. If a fish boils vigorously, it will fall apart when fully cooked. Boil food that you want to cook evenly, such as pasta and vegetables, and use plenty of water.

DRY HEAT


Food must already be tender before being roasted, baked, or broiled in an oven, or grilled over a wood, charcoal, or gas grill. Care must be taken with fish so that it doesn’t dry out in the oven or on the grill. A protective skin or layer of fat on poultry or meat will help to keep it from drying out. Food can be tenderized by marinating before roasting, baking, grilling, or broiling.

IN FAT


Cooking in a hot pan in a small amount of fat is called pan-frying, stir-frying, or sautéing. The difference is that generally sautéing is at a lower heat; pan-frying is at a higher heat; and stir-frying is still higher. The French word sauter means to jump; in other words, the pan is so hot that the food seems to jump around in it. New cooks often use the word sauté when they really mean cook. You don’t really sauté onions until they are soft; you sauté food over high heat to give it a brown crust.

Deep-fry means to submerge food in a large amount of hot oil. Deep-fried properly, the food cooks so quickly at such a high heat that there is a minimum of fat absorption. Deep-fried food should have a golden brown, crisp crust. Tender food can be sautéed or deep-fried.

COMBINATION


To cook food by a combination of cooking methods usually means to brown (sauté) it first in fat, then cook it in a flavorful liquid (boil gently or simmer). Tender foods such as fish and chicken and tender cuts of meat may be braised simply to add flavor. Usually, however, meat is first browned in butter and/or oil, then cooked in a small amount of stock flavored with wine, aromatic vegetables (mirepoix), and fresh herbs (bouquet garni). Stewing is similar to braising, but there is considerably more liquid. Both braising and stewing are preferable for tough cuts of meat. When you brown meat, the sugar in the juices from the meat caramelizes on the bottom of the pan and these juices are dissolved by deglazing or simmering. When the meat is submitted to long, slow cooking, the juices from the meat go into the cooking liquid, and the flavors and liquid go into the meat, essentially making a sauce.

ENCASED


Encased in either parchment or pastry, food loses no juices to the cooking liquid as in the case of poaching or boiling, and the food does not dry out as in roasting or grilling because it essentially cooks in its own juices. This is particularly attractive for fish. In old-fashioned cooking, pastry gave fish, poultry, or meat the appearance of elegance.

MISCELLANEOUS


If you have leftover uncooked fish, you can cure it and/or smoke it to preserve it. You can also marinate poultry or meat to preserve it. Fish is sometimes “cooked” by marination.

A few methods of cooking are unique to certain food. If the fish is less than an inch or two in thickness, it does not have to be submerged in liquid but is put in a baking pan with ½ inch of liquid and covered with buttered parchment. In other words, it is simply poached in a small amount of liquid.

Although stews are always made with tough poultry or meat, some fish stews from coastal fishing towns are made with fish and seafood left over from the day’s catch. These, of course, cannot be cooked a long time.

A chicken sauté, made with cut-up chicken, is similar to a stew. The chicken is browned well in a sauté pan, then returned to the pan to cook in its own juices.

Often a pork roast is browned on all sides in a deep casserole, then returned to the pan and roasted, covered, in its own juices to keep it moist. This cooking in a covered pot is similar to roasting.



Kinds of Sauces

If you roast a whole fish, a chicken, or a standing rib roast of beef on the bone, it will have more flavor than if you take it off the bone, yet sometimes the fish, chicken, or meat is more appealing served boneless. How do you capture the flavor from the bones and return it to the dish? You make a sauce from the bones. In classical French cooking, sauces start with making stock. The bones are cooked with aromatic vegetables and fresh herbs. For fish stock, the bones are cooked with 30 to 50 percent dry white wine and bouquet garni for no more than 30 minutes. For light chicken stock, the bones are cooked with the vegetables and bouquet garni for 3 to 4 hours. For dark veal stock, the bones and vegetables are first browned, then simmered with water, the bouquet garni, mushrooms, and tomatoes for 4 to 6 hours. Each of these stocks is a neutral liquid that can be used as an ingredient in soups, sauces, and stews. A good stock adds depth of flavor to a dish.

In classical French cooking, stock can be made into a mother sauce for meat by being cooked with such ingredients as carrots, onion, celery, bay leaf, parsley, thyme, and equal amounts of flour and butter. After the meat is cooked, all the fat is removed from the pan—it is degreased—and then the glaze (or sediment) on the bottom of the pan is dissolved in cold liquid, usually wine—this is called deglazing. The resulting pan juices can be strained into the demi-glace sauce or the demi-glace sauce added to the pan juices. Either way, the sauce needs to be simmered, flavored, and finished with butter or cream.

The purpose of a sauce is to enhance the dish, to make the dish taste better than it would without the sauce. A good sauce should have a coating consistency; it should appeal to the eye; and it should taste delicious. Classical cooks say there should be only 2 tablespoons of sauce in a dish and no more than one sauce in a meal. It is traditional to serve warm sauces with warm food and cold sauces with cold food. However, although it is not traditional to serve a hot artichoke with a mayonnaise or a cold artichoke with melted butter, go ahead and do it if it suits you—I believe it’s okay to break the rules as long as you know them. The reason French cooking has become so important to understanding Western cooking is that the French have organized cooking, especially saucemaking, into a system. Whether one is cooking in Normandy with butter, in Provence with olive oil, or in Gascony with duck fat, the procedures are the same. Other cuisines such as Greek and Italian are still regional; that is, cooks not only cook differently in each region but they call the same thing by different names.

The five families of sauces in French cooking are



	Béchamel
	roux (flour and butter) plus milk



	Velouté
	roux plus fish or chicken stock



	Demi-glace
	browned roux plus brown stock (sometimes called espagnole)



	Mayonnaise
	cold egg and oil emulsion



	Hollandaise
	warm egg and butter emulsion




From each mother sauce, many smaller sauces can be derived simply by addition of other ingredients. For instance, when you add cheese to a béchamel sauce it becomes a Mornay sauce, a demi-glace with tomatoes and mustard is called sauce Robert, and an orange-flavored hollandaise is called sauce maltaise. These derivative sauces are called “petites sauces” by the French.

Important French sauces that are not really mother sauces are tomato, vinaigrette, and warm butter.

Dessert sauces include crème anglaise (stirred custard sauce), sabayon (warm egg and fortified wine sauce), fruit puree, chocolate, and caramel.

Many sauces can be classified as miscellaneous. These include mint sauce, horseradish sauce, pesto, and red pepper and peanut sauces, not to mention salsas and chutneys.

What is glace de viande? The flour-based mother sauces are made with stock. Although demi-glace sounds as if it means half glaze, it is really a basic brown sauce (mother sauce), according to me, the stock being cooked with roux, mirepoix, and bouquet garni. Glace de viande is an ingredient kept in classic French kitchens, a dark veal stock that has been reduced and reduced until it becomes a thick, dark gel. It can be kept in the refrigerator and added to stews and sauces to enrich them. You don’t really need to keep glace de viande on hand if you do a good job of browning meat.

A BRIEF HISTORY OF SAUCES


When these sauces were codified at the end of the nineteenth and the beginning of the twentieth century, it was the cook’s habit to mask the food with a sauce. Often food such as fresh fish had traveled a long distance, and although it wasn’t spoiled, it didn’t look appealing.



In the first half of the twentieth century the food in very fine restaurants was plated by the waiter. The waiters would wheel carts of warm food into the dining room and carve the meat, or fillet the fish, or cut up the game bird and serve it to the diner on warm plates accompanied by the sauce and vegetables.

In the early ’70s, there was a revolution in how food was served, called nouvelle cuisine. Many changes were made in the traditional haute cuisine, which originated as the cooking of the aristocrats before the French Revolution and became the cooking of the fine dining restaurants after the revolution. The most important changes at that time were that the chef rather than the waiters designed and assembled the plates in the kitchen, and sauces were often served under the food rather than over it. Although béchamel was sometimes used for casserole-type dishes such as lasagna, the flour-based sauces using stock (fish velouté, chicken velouté, and demi-glace) were replaced in the repertoire of sauces by reduction sauces. Instead of hol-landaise, beurre blanc became popular. In California, aïoli replaced mayonnaise as a mother sauce. At well-known restaurants, you saw menu items such as wild mushroom aïoli and red pepper aïoli.

A good reduction sauce for meat is made according to the same three steps described above for demi-glace sauce: (1) degrease and deglaze the pan with wine and boil; (2) add reduced stock (or essence) instead of demi-glace sauce, and add flavorings; and (3) finish with cream or butter. It is important to remember these three steps when making a French sauce from fish, chicken, or meat.

After the fad of nouvelle cuisine faded, many of the well-known chefs in California started looking beyond French cooking to see how to make food more flavorful. They traveled to India, Thailand, and Mexico to learn how to use exotic ingredients such as ginger, lemongrass, a variety of chiles, and spices that are now common. While consumers and home cooks became obsessed with taking fat out of food, restaurant chefs were adding more foreign ingredients and making towers of food. Sauces became simpler and simpler.

Now food in restaurants is often served without a sauce or with simple pan juices. If there is a sauce, it might be a flavored warm vinaigrette for fish, chicken, and meats, or an infused oil. One of the reasons for this change in attitude toward sauces is that both restaurant and home cooks now have access to such excellent ingredients. There is no need to cover fresh fish with sauce; a little butter or oil and a sprinkling of fresh herbs are all that is needed to make it look and taste delicious. Nevertheless, a knowledge of saucemaking is important for every good cook. Inevitably, the fashion will change and sauces will become popular once again. Throughout this book I have interspersed recipes for all the sauces I think a modern cook should know.

STOCKS


In French cooking, a stock is called the fond de cuisine, the foundation of cooking. Sometimes cooks in a professional kitchen make eight or ten different kinds of stock. A good home cook should be able to make fish, light chicken, and maybe dark veal stock. Stocks are generally the fresh bones of fish, poultry, or meat cooked in water with aromatic vegetables, herbs, and a bouquet garni long enough to extract the flavor from the bones.

Since fish stock takes so little time to make, it can be made the same day it is needed. Fish stock should not be confused with court bouillon, which is simply an acidulated liquid for poaching fish or shellfish. Concentrated fish stock is called fumet. (See page 376 for how to make fish stock.) A fish stock should not boil too vigorously or too long—20 to 30 minutes is long enough. For a neutral stock to be used with any fish or shellfish dish, make a stock from bones from any fish except salmon. Stock made from salmon will give a salmon taste to other fish dishes.

When you cook a lot, you invariably have chicken bones in the refrigerator or freezer. It’s easy to cook them up with onions, carrots, and celery with parsley, thyme, and bay leaf for 3 to 4 hours to make a neutral ingredient to use in many ways. (See page 377 for how to make light chicken stock.) Chicken livers should not go in stock; save them for another use.

Very good meat sauces depend on very good meat stock. Generally, you can use dark veal stock with duck, veal, lamb, beef, and pork because it is a neutral ingredient that acts as a base for the flavors of these meats. It’s worth finding a source for veal bones and taking the time to make dark veal stock if you love cooking meat. (See page 378 for how to make dark veal stock.)

All stocks should be simmered slowly and skimmed from time to time to prevent them from becoming cloudy.

CORRECTING SAUCES


No recipe can tell you exactly how to give your sauce the perfect texture and taste. This is because each fish, chicken, or meat dish cooks at a slightly different temperature and releases a different amount of juices. However, here are the steps to be followed to achieve a good sauce. When you have a simmering saucepan of strained sauce, the first thing to do is get the texture the way you want it—it should lightly coat the back of a metal spoon—and then proceed to correct the flavor.

CORRECTING TEXTURE


There are four options for achieving the correct texture, and they should be considered in this order:

1) Reduction—Let the sauce simmer until it is the right consistency. Remember that when you are reducing liquid, although the water is evaporating, the salt remains and, therefore, seems to intensify. Keep tasting; when the sauce becomes salty, stop reducing it.

2) Adding starch in the form of beurre manie (kneaded butter)—Mix together equal amounts of flour and butter by weight until the mixture resembles cookie dough. Whisk pea-size bits of this mixture into the boiling sauce and wait to see how much the sauce thickens. Add more until the desired consistency is reached. A sauce thickened with beurre manié should not boil more than 10 minutes because it is not as stable as a sauce thickened with a cooked roux. Both beurre manié and roux are made of equal amounts of butter and flour. The difference is that roux is cooked before liquid is added, which makes it more stable, and beurre manié is whisked into boiling liquid.

3) Adding starch in the form of a slurry—Mixing a tablespoon or more of arrowroot, cornstarch, or potato starch with 3 or more tablespoons of cold water makes a slurry of pure starch. This can be whisked into the boiling sauce until the desired consistency is reached. A sauce thickened with a slurry should not boil more than 10 minutes. The difference between thickening with flour as in beurre manié and with pure starch as in a slurry is that flour makes the sauce somewhat pasty. Arrowroot, cornstarch, or potato starch makes the sauce gelatinous. You can remember the difference if you think of turkey gravy (pasty) and lemon meringue pie (gelatinous). The choice is up to the cook.

4) Adding fat—In the old days, a liaison of egg yolks mixed with cream was added to dishes such as white veal stew, a fricassee of chicken, or a vegetable soup to enrich the dish. Once a liaison is added, the mixture must not boil or the eggs will curdle. Sometimes, cream is added or cream mixed with arrowroot. Occasionally, a small amount of soft butter is added to thicken and enrich the sauce.

5) Adding blood—Sometimes classical dishes such as duck à l’orange or civet of rabbit are thickened with the blood of the recently killed animal. The most famous dish of this type still being served is the duck à l’orange at La Tour d’Argent in Paris. Sometimes a little foie gras or chicken liver can be added to get a similar effect. These obscure methods of thickening are never used at Tante Marie’s.

The idea is that first you try reducing the sauce. When it becomes salty or you are running out of sauce, you can then decide whether to thicken with a beurre manié or a slurry. Whisk in the starch until the desired consistency is reached. At this point, correct the taste and add any flavorings or flourishes, such as Madeira for a Madeira sauce or cooked sliced mushrooms for a forestière sauce. You finish the sauce by swirling in a little butter or cream.

In modern reduction sauces, the starch is omitted and the sauce is thickened simply by reducing the stock. Nevertheless, the flour-based sauces are important to learn.

CORRECTING TASTE


When you taste a sauce and think, “This needs something,” the chances are it needs salt. However, when salt isn’t necessarily the answer, here are some considerations and remedies. It is important to remember that a good sauce should have a balance of salt (from the meat itself or from added salt); sweet (usually from onions and carrots); acid or sour (from wine); and bitter (often from browning the meat).





	Lacks salt
	Add salt



	Too much salt
	Add softened butter or crème fraÎche



	Lacks depth of flavor
	Fish—add anchovy



	 
	Meat—add glace de viande (meat glaze)



	 
	Vegetable—add soy sauce



	Lacks sweetness
	Add butter (never sugar)



	Too sweet
	Add lemon juice (never vinegar)



	Lacks acid
	Add brandy or lemon juice (never vinegar)



	Too much acid
	Add reduced cream (cream boiled until it is reduced by half)



	Lacks bitterness
	Some cooks add Angostura bitters or unsweetened cocoa



	Too bitter
	Add softened butter or reduced cream




There is really nothing you can do when a sauce is extremely salty except to increase the proportions of everything else in the sauce (or stew, for that matter). That is why it is so important not to guess at how much salt is needed; rather, add some and taste again, and then keep adding and tasting. If the sauce is really bitter, it probably means that it is burned. There is no correcting this, either; you just have to start over.

The most important thing about making any sauce is to get some of the cooking juices of the dish into the sauce. A mint sauce for lamb will taste much better if it has some lamb juices in it. A vinaigrette for mussels will taste much better if it has some of the cooking liquid of the mussels in it.



In Summary

I am hoping to build your confidence in the kitchen by teaching you the techniques you need and giving you the necessary knowledge to be a good cook. People with a passion for cooking really do make better food than people who are just going through the motions. Cooking is a skill—you really will become better and better at cooking the more you practice. There are a few people who are born with a talent to cook, and the rest of us can get really, really good through learning, concentrating, and practicing.

I like to compare cooking to an opera. In an opera, the impresario can bring together the best singers, the best designer, the best orchestra, and the best directors. All the elements can be the very best, yet somehow the opera just doesn’t have that special something. It is the same with a dish or a meal. The final outcome cannot always be determined—there’s always that special something. It’s a kind of magic. In the long run, it’s what makes cooking appealing and it’s what makes life appealing—the unpredictability. The most important thing is to have fun doing it, share it with people you care about, and hope for that special something!

Now get going and start having fun cooking!





HORS D’OEUVRES


IT IS SAID THAT hors d’oeuvres should stimulate conversation as well as appetite. Nothing would dull both more than soggy, tasteless hors d’oeuvres! What I have assembled here is a collection of hors d’oeuvres that are delicious served with a drink before dinner or served to a group of friends at a cocktail party. What I call an hors d’oeuvre is something eaten with fingers; often they are called appetizers.

The word hors d’oeuvre is really old French for something “outside the work”—in other words, a little something that is not part of the planned menu. In France hors d’oeuvres are not necessarily finger food; they are often served on plates. Canape is a French term for an hors d’oeuvre or appetizer served on cracker, bread, or toast. Crostini is an Italian term for an hors d’oeuvre served on a little toasted slice of bread. A large grilled slice of bread served on a plate and eaten with a knife and fork is called bruschetta in Italy.

When guests arrive, it is customary to offer them a drink or a glass of wine with a little something to eat. This could be as simple as a bowl of marinated olives or roasted almonds, or more elaborate, like hot goat’s cheese canapés. It’s important not to offer too many hors d’oeuvres or the guests will be full by the time dinner is served.

SERVING HORS D’OEUVRES


I like to serve hors d’oeuvres on round platters with cocktail napkins nearby as well as a saucer for discards like olive pits, artichoke leaves, or shrimp tails. I put an olive pit, artichoke leaf, or shrimp tail in it to show what it’s for. I cut into things like goat’s cheese or chicken liver mousse to show people they can too. If something looks too perfect, no one will eat it. Please don’t serve a block of cheese, or worse still, little squares of cheese before dinner—it’s too heavy. Use cheese as an ingredient in hors d’oeuvres, rather than by itself. On the other hand, a cheese course at the end of the meal can be sublime when served with good bread and a glass of wine.





COCKTAIL PARTIES


Cocktail parties are another story; here you can go all out with a large array of finger food. In the old days, a host or hostess would plan on four hors d’oeuvres per person because invariably guests would be going on to dinner somewhere else. Nowadays people may “graze” at your cocktail party instead of eating dinner, so plan to serve twelve hors d’oeuvres per person. People may even serve coffee and dessert at the end of a cocktail party.

A well-planned cocktail buffet should have a variety of food. Serve some fish, poultry, meat, dairy, vegetable, and something salty and something vinegary. Plan to have a variety of hors d’oeuvres, using bread, pastry, and vegetables. It’s best not to serve too many dips or things that people have to spread or spoon themselves. It is also important not to serve sweets on the same table as savories. Putting what you thought was a cheese biscuit in your mouth but turns out to be a sugar cookie is an unpleasant surprise. At a proper cocktail buffet, the cold food is displayed beautifully, and two kinds of warm hors d’oeuvres are passed to the guests. You can make a cocktail buffet look great by crowding and raising the platters of food. I keep a collection of wooden wine boxes for putting on the table or counter. I cover these with white tablecloths and then arrange platters or baskets of food close together on top of the tiers. It is also good to mound the food on the platters so that people won’t feel they are ruining the display by taking, say, one of the shrimp.

The Big Problem

The big problem with hors d’oeuvres is that so often they need to be heated, assembled, and served at the last minute. If you are the host, you want to enjoy your guests, not be preparing the hors d’oeuvres in the kitchen. That is why most of the hors d’oeuvres in this chapter are simple and can be made ahead. If you are having a cocktail party, the best idea is to hire someone to heat and pass the hors d’oeuvres, restock the buffet table, and clean up. That way, you can enjoy the party.

How to Make Hors d’Oeuvres Without a Recipe

When you need a quick hors d’oeuvre, mix equal amounts of soft butter and grated Parmesan with a little minced garlic and fresh herbs. Spread the mixture on lightly toasted, thin slices of baguette and then reheat in the oven. You can top the cheese mixture with such things as halved cherry tomatoes or cooked asparagus tips and warm briefly before serving. Don’t forget always to taste the first hors d’oeuvres.






CAVIAR

FOR VERY SPECIAL OCCASIONS you may want to serve caviar Caviar is the preserved roe (as yet unlaid eggs) of various species of sturgeon found around the world; it is classified as beluga, osetra, and sevruga. In the past, the best was said to be from the Caspian Sea. Overfishing has been a problem for many years, which is why sturgeon found in many American rivers is now a protected fish. However; caviar from farmed fish is in good markets. Look for Tsar Nicoulai California Estate Osetra. One of the reasons it is so expensive is that special handling is required to harvest the roe and pack it. It is also very perishable.

Always buy caviar from a reputable dealer Look for caviar that is light or dark gray in color with eggs intact. Keep it well chilled and do not open it until ready to serve. Good-quality caviar should always be served on white toast (preferably buttered) with just a drop of lemon and a glass of vodka or Champagne. I recommend serving it in a glass bowl over a larger bowl of ice with mother-of-pearl spoons (never silver). Although it is acceptable to serve good-quality caviar with crème fraÎche or on blini (little yeast pancakes), it should never be served with chopped onions and chopped eggs—save these for lesser-quality caviar.








SMOKED SALMON

ANOTHER ELEGANT WAY to start a meal is to serve good-quality smoked salmon. The best-quality smoked salmon is considered to be wild salmon from Scotland, Ireland, or the Pacific Northwest. It should be translucent in appearance and have a light smoky taste.

Before smoking salmon, it is always put in a salt solution (brine) for a few days, which essentially pickles it. It is then smoked in such a way that it does not cook; in other words, cold smoked. See page 379 for how to cold-smoke your own salmon. If smoked salmon has an opaque look and falls apart easily, it has been hot smoked, which means it was cooked at the same time it was smoked. Hot-smoked salmon usually has a stronger taste.

It is best to purchase smoked salmon where it is sliced to order Good-quality smoked salmon should be served on brown bread (preferably buttered) with a squeeze of lemon and a few grindings of pepper. The tradition of serving smoked salmon with cream cheese on bagels is okay when the salmon is quite salty. And if the smoked salmon is of lesser quality, it can be served with such things as sliced onions, capers, and olive oil. Smoked salmon should not be confused with gravlax, which is salmon that has been simply cured and not smoked. Gravlax should always be served with a sauce.









Marinated Olives

My favorite snacks before dinner are a bowl of marinated olives and a bowl of freshly roasted almonds. They go well with cocktails, red or white wine, or my favorite sparkling Normandy apple cider and are not so filling that they ruin ones appetite for dinner.

1 pound good-quality olives, such as Picholine or Niçoise

1 orange

4 bay leaves

4 sprigs thyme

6 garlic cloves, peeled

2 cups olive oil

Remove the zest of the orange with a vegetable peeler. Drain the olives and put them in a bowl. Add the orange zest, bay leaves, thyme, garlic, and olive oil. Let marinate for at least 48 hours before draining and serving.

SERVES 8 TO 12



Roasted Almonds

2 cups whole almonds, unblanched

2 to 4 dashes Tabasco sauce

2 tablespoons melted butter

Coarse salt

Freshly ground black pepper

Spread the almonds on a baking sheet. Add Tabasco to the melted butter and pour over the almonds. Sprinkle lots of salt and pepper over the nuts. Roast the almonds in a 350-degree oven for 15 minutes, or until light brown, stirring from time to time. Serve warm.

SERVES 8 TO 12

The first person to eat an olive must have been very hungry, because in their raw state olives taste terrible. Raw olives are cured by soaking them in water, salt, oil, or lye. At Tante Marie’s, we have never been successful in curing our own olives. That is why I recommend buying them already cured and marinating them yourself.

[image: Image]

Citrus rind is composed of the zest (the yellow or orange outer skin) and the pith (the white layer underneath). The zest is preferred in cooking because it contains the favorful oil of the fruit. The pith is avoided because it can turn bitter in cooking. When a recipe calls for a strip (or more) of the zest of an orange (lemon or grapefruit), remove the zest in strips with a vegetable peeler. When grated zest is called for, grate the orange or other citrus on a fine grater, or microplane, being careful not to remove the white pith, or use a citrus zester, which removes the zest in thin strips. Often cooks chop these little strips to make the zest finer.
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Goat’s Cheese Platter with Sun-Dried Tomatoes and Basil

This is an easy, attractive presentation that you can put together quickly as guests are arriving. I first learned it from my friend Rosemary Barron, who taught at Tante Marie’s many years ago and is an expert on Greek cooking. In this dish, a soft creamy goat’s cheese is surrounded by red, blacky and green: sun-dried tomatoes, Niçoise olives, and shredded basil. The guest covers the bread with oil-soaked cheese and covers that with basil and/or sun-dried tomatoes. Be sure to warn your guests about olive pits!

4 ounces fresh goat’s cheese in one large round or 3 small rounds

2 ounces sun-dried tomatoes, in oil

¼cup Niçoise olives

½ bunch (2 ounces) fresh basil

3 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil

Freshly ground black pepper

1 baguette, sliced

Place the goat’s cheese in the middle of a round serving platter. Cut the tomatoes into ¼-inch lengths and place in three “spokes” around the cheese. Cut the basil leaves into chiffonade (shreds) and place them between the tomatoes. Scatter olives around the platter. Pour the oil from the tomatoes over the cheese with the olive oil. Grind plenty of black pepper over the cheese. Serve with sliced bread.

MAKES 2 PLATTERS, SERVES 8

To make basil chiffonade, place clean basil leaves, stems removed, crosswise on a board and roll them up like a cigar. With a sharp knife, cut thin shreds. (You can keep rolling in more leaves to cut.) Unfortunately, basil will turn black if cut more than an hour ahead.
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Thanks to some dedicated cheesemakers in the United States, very interesting cheeses can be found made from goat’s, sheep’s, and cow’s milk. Good-quality aged cheeses are best served at room temperature with good bread or crackers and should not be covered in olive oil and other flavorings.
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Portobello Mushroom Sandwich with Grilled Red Onions and Fresh Mozzarella

Portobello mushrooms are all the rage now. They are really little cremini (Italian field) mushrooms, allowed to grow to giant size. Although they are delicious grilled just with olive oil, salt, and pepper, the addition of grilled onions and fresh mozzarella makes them even better. I cut the sandwiches in quarters to make a rustic hors d’oeuvre.

1 medium-size red onion

Coarse salt

Freshly ground black pepper

½ cup extra-virgin olive oil

4 portobello mushrooms, stems removed

3 tablespoons minced fresh herbs, such as parsley, thyme, chives, and savory

Four 1-ounce slices fresh mozzarella

4 soft hamburger-size buns

To grill the onions, preheat an unoiled 9-or 10-inch iron grill pan with ridges over high heat for about 10 minutes. Cut the onion in 8 wedges about ½ inch wide, making sure each wedge has a little of the root end attached to it. Rub each of these with 2 tablespoons olive oil and season with salt and pepper. Grill in the hot pan until wilted, moving them around to get them to cook evenly, 2 to 3 minutes.

To grill the mushrooms, rub them generously with the olive oil, herbs, and salt and pepper. Grill them in the same pan until they are slightly wilted, about 3 minutes on each side.

To serve, cut the buns in half crosswise, lay a slice of mozzarella on each, and cover with a mushroom and two pieces each of grilled red onion. Press the top part of the bun down firmly on the sandwich, cut in quarters, and serve warm.

SERVES 8

Generally, red onions kept in storage are stronger in taste than freshly picked ones. Freshly picked onions tend to be lighter in color.
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Choose mushrooms that are lighter in color and firm to the touch with no soft spots. Mushrooms should always be stored in brown paper bags because they sweat in plastic bags.
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Fava Bean Crostini with Pecorino

When driving through wine country, you can often see rows of green plants with little white flowers growing between the grapevines. These are fava beans, which have been planted to put nitrogen back into the soil. How fortunate we are that these harbingers of spring are so good to eat. They do, however, take work; fava beans need to be cooked twice. Making a fava bean spread to coat little toasts makes the hard work worth it. Fava beans and pecorino are a classic pairing.

1 pound fresh fava beans in their pods

1 garlic clove, minced

2 tablespoons olive oil

Coarse salt

Freshly ground white pepper

1 baguette

¼pound medium-soft pecorino, cut into ½-by ¼-inch strips

To prepare the fava beans, first remove the beans from the pods. Drop the beans in a pot of boiling water for 30 seconds. Drain and, using your fingers, remove the tough shell from each bean.

In the same pot, cook the garlic in the olive oil with a sprinkling of salt over medium-high heat until the garlic is soft. Add the fava beans with ⅓ cup warm water and cook until the beans are tender. Mash the beans with a fork and add salt and pepper to taste.

To grill or toast the bread, cut the bread as thin as possible and place on a baking pan under a broiler, until the bread is golden on both sides. Rub a cut clove of garlic three or four times across the bread, and drizzle with olive oil.

To serve, rewarm the bread and the fava bean mixture. Spread each piece of toast with a tablespoonful of the fava bean puree, and top with four or five pieces of cheese. Serve immediately. (The toasts and the puree can be made ahead but should be reheated before serving.)

SERVES 8

In Italy, it is common to eat young fava beans directly from the pods with fresh pecorino cheese—a delicious combination.
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Pecorino is a local sheep’s cheese in Italy—use the soft pecorino for this recipe, not the hard grating kind. (There is no substitute for pecorino.)
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White Bean Crostini with Wilted Greens

Every once in a while it is a good idea to eat something really good for you, and this is it; a healthful hors d’oeuvre that is delicious too: Little toasts with a light coating of olive oil, spread with white bean puree and covered with cooked winter greens, go perfectly with a glass of chilled white wine.

½ onion, chopped

4 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil

Coarse salt

2 garlic cloves, minced

1 cup cooked white beans, such as cannellini or Great Northern

¼cup chicken or vegetable stock

1 tablespoon tomato paste

Cayenne pepper

½ teaspoon finely chopped fresh rosemary

Freshly ground black pepper

1 baguette

½ pound Red Russian kale or other mild winter green, washed but not dried, stemmed, and cut in 1-inch lengths

To make the bean puree, cook the onion with 2 tablespoons olive oil and ½ teaspoon salt in a medium-size saucepan over medium-high heat, stirring constantly, until the onion is soft, about 5 minutes. Add half the garlic and cook for a minute longer. Add the cooked beans, chicken stock, tomato paste, a few grains of cayenne, and rosemary and cook over medium-low heat until most of the liquid has evaporated. Remove from the heat and mash with a potato masher in the pot. Add salt and pepper to taste.

To toast the bread, slice it as thin as possible and lay in one layer on a baking sheet. Broil until golden on both sides, watching carefully so that they don’t burn. Remove from the oven but leave the toasts on the pan.

To cook the greens, put 2 tablespoons olive oil and the remaining garlic with a sprinkling of salt in a medium-size sauté pan and cook over medium-high heat. When the garlic is soft, add the greens, cover, and cook for a minute. Remove the cover and turn the greens over on themselves with wooden spoons until they are wilted. Turn off the heat.

To assemble, spread a teaspoonful of the bean puree on each toast, top with a little of the wilted greens, and serve. (The toasts, bean puree, and wilted greens can all be made ahead. They should be reheated slightly before serving.)

SERVES 8

When cooking dried beans or legumes, always sort through them carefully and discard any small rocks you find. To do this, put the beans on a baking sheet and go over them systematically. To cook dried beans, soak the beans overnight in plenty of cold water. The next day, cook the beans, covered in fresh water with half an onion and a dried red chile pepper, until the beans are tender. This may take anywhere from 30 minutes to ½ hours, depending on the age of the beans. Drain and proceed with the recipe.

Alternatively, the quick-soak method for cooking dried beans is to put the beans in a heavy pot, cover generously with water, bring to a boil, turn off the heat, cover, and let sit for an hour. Drain the beans, return them to the pan, and proceed as above, cooking them with half an onion, a dried red chile pepper, and plenty of fresh water until they are tender. This may take anywhere from 30 minutes to 1½ hours, depending on the age of the beans. Drain and proceed with the recipe.

If using canned beans, place the beans in a sieve and rinse well to remove the canned taste.



Charred Eggplant Dip with Pita Triangles

Heidi Krahling, the luscious chef owner of Insalata’s in San Anselmo, graduated from Tante Marie’s almost twenty years ago and now teaches at Tante Marie’s. Her food is full of the flavors of the Mediterranean and is very gutsy and lively, like her personality. Here is an old favorite of hers, her customers, and her students. Hopefully, it will be your favorite too.

1 head garlic

⅓ cup extra-virgin olive oil plus some for drizzling

Coarse salt

Freshly ground pepper

8 Asian eggplants

1 red bell pepper

2 tablespoons capers, rinsed and coarsely chopped

8 Kalamata olives, pitted and coarsely chopped

2 tablespoons minced fresh cilantro leaves

2 tablespoons minced fresh mint leaves

1½ teaspoons toasted and ground cumin seeds (see page 25)

2 tablespoons balsamic or sherry vinegar

2 teaspoons lime juice

6 whole pita breads

To roast the garlic, cut off the top quarter of the head of garlic. Place the garlic, cut side up, in its skin on a small piece of foil. Drizzle with olive oil and sprinkle with salt and pepper. Wrap the garlic tightly in the foil and roast in a 400-degree oven for about 30 minutes, until the garlic is completely soft. When the head is cool enough to handle, squeeze all the pulp into a large bowl and discard the skin. Mash the pulp with a fork.

To roast the eggplants, place them directly over a high flame on a gas burner, a few at a time. Cook about 2 minutes per side, turning with tongs to char evenly. Remove the eggplants when the skins are blackened and blistering and place them in a bowl tightly covered with plastic wrap. (It’s important not to overcook the eggplants or they will taste like an ashtray.) Keep the eggplants covered tightly for 10 to 15 minutes, allowing them to steam. Remove the eggplants, one at a time, keeping the bowl covered, and peel off the skin, using your fingers. Chop the eggplants coarsely and add to the mashed garlic.

To roast the red peppers, hold each pepper on end and cut downward, not through the center but slightly off center, from one dent to another, resulting in four flat pieces. Throw away the seeds and ribs. Place the four pieces skin side up on a baking pan and leave under a broiler until they are literally black. Remove the pan from the oven and, using tongs, place the hot pieces of pepper in the bowl covered with plastic wrap or a brown paper bag or plastic bag to steam them. After 10 minutes, the skins can easily be removed with your fingers. (Some people char the whole red pepper directly over a flame. You can try that technique, but the charred peppers should not be held under running water to remove the black because water dilutes the flavor.) Cut the pepper into ¼-inch dice in the bowl.

To make the dip, stir the capers, olives, cilantro, mint, cumin, vinegar, and lime juice into the bowl of roasted garlic, eggplant, and red pepper, and mix well. Season with salt, pepper, and additional lime juice to taste. Serve the dip in a bowl in the center of a larger plate of pita triangles. (The dip will keep for a week in the refrigerator.)

To make the pita triangles, split open whole rounds of pita bread to form two rounds. Cut each round into 4 or 6 triangles. Place the triangles rough side up on a baking sheet and toast in a 450-degree oven for about 5 minutes until lightly colored.

SERVES 8 TO 10

To toast whole spices such as cumin seeds, place the dried spice in a small dry frying pan over medium-high heat. Toast for about 2 minutes or until fragrant and lightly brown, shaking the pan often to prevent burning. If the spice needs to be ground, place the cooled spice in a coffee grinder used just for spices. Grind the toasted spice to a fine powder. Ground spices are always more flavorful than those that are purchased already ground. Toasting intensifies the flavor.
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Capers are buds from bushes that grow in Mediterranean countries. They are pickled in an elaborate process. Salt capers are considered to have the most authentic taste. Whether brined in salt or liquid, capers should always be rinsed before using.
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To pit olives, simply hit them with a flat meat pounder and remove the pits with your fingers.
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Homemade Flour Tortillas with Avocado Salsa

Maria Balcazar has been washing dishes and keeping the kitchens clean at Tante Marie’s for over twelve years. One of the best-kept secrets at the school is what a good cook Maria is. She’s the absolute best. She taught us that we never have to buy packaged tortillas again—they are so easy to make. Here is a great summertime party recipe from Maria!

1½ tablespoons granular or active dry yeast

Sugar

6 to 7 cups flour

¾ cup lard or butter, melted and cooled

Coarse salt

3 avocados, diced, plus one whole avocado for decorating the dish

6 fresh tomatoes, coarsely diced

3 jalapeños, finely minced

4 bunches scallions, equal parts white and green, coarsely chopped

1 bunch cilantro, minced

Juice of 4 limes, plus one whole lime, cut into wedges for decorating the dish

Freshly ground black pepper

To make the tortilla dough, warm a glass measuring cup with hot water from the tap. Measure a cup of hot water and stir in the yeast with a pinch of sugar. Let the mixture proof until it is bubbly. Meanwhile, measure the flour into the bowl of an electric mixer. To the flour add ⅛ teaspoon salt. Make a well in the center and pour into it 2 cups warm water with the lard. Pour the yeast mixture into the warm water. Mix the liquid into the dry ingredients with a wooden spoon. Then mix with the dough hook for about 10 minutes. The dough should be soft, smooth, and slightly sticky. Put it in a bowl, cover with a towel, and place it in a warm place to rise, about an hour.

To make the salsa, combine the 3 avocados, the tomatoes, scallions, jalapeños, cilan-tro, and lime juice in a bowl with a sprinkling of salt and pepper. Stir until just combined. (If you stir too much, the avocado will become mushy and your mixture will resemble guacamole instead of salsa.)

To cook the tortillas, punch down the dough, using your fist to punch the middle of the dough, and bring it together into a ball on the counter. Roll the dough with your hands into a log shape about 3 inches in diameter. Cut 1½-inch lengths from the dough. Cover the dough you are not using with a dry towel. With floured hands, pat each piece into a rough round. Roll each piece with a rolling pin as thin as possible on a floured surface. Heat a nonstick pan without oil over medium-high heat. Place a round of dough in it and cook until light brown on the bottom. Turn quickly with your fingers to cook the other side. Turning over several times will help the tortillas to cook evenly, 15 to 20 seconds on each side. They should be cooked through with brown spots. If the dough puffs up while cooking, press it down with a clean towel, balled up. Let the tortillas cool, then cut into rough triangles.

To serve, put the salsa in a decorative bowl in the center of a round platter. Arrange the triangles of tortillas around the bowl. Decorate the top of the salsa with slices of avocado in a wheel pattern and wedges of lime.

SERVES 12

To dice a tomato, place the tomato on end, and with a knife cut down one side, not through the center but slightly off center, removing the thick flesh and skin, resulting in four pieces of tomato. Throw away the seeds and the center of the tomato. Place each side of tomato on a cutting board, and cut the tomato into dice. The skin does not have to be removed for uncooked tomato dishes.
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Finding a ripe avocado is hard because so many people in the store have already pressed each avocado to see if it’s ripe. It is best to buy avocados when they are firm, wrap them in newspaper or a brown paper bag, and store them in a drawer until they are ripe.

[image: Image]

To mince a jalapeño, cut off the ends, then cut lengthwise into the flesh. With your knife cut around the seeds and ribs. Throw the seeds and ribs away. Lay the jalapeño flat and cut into thin lengths, then crosswise into fine dice. You never need to add all the jalapeño that a recipe calls for—it’s a matter of how hot you want your food.
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To dice an avocado, cut into the avocado around the seed to twist and separate the two halves. Holding the half with the seed in one hand, hit the seed with the knife before twisting to remove it. Holding the half avocado in one handy make slits about ¼inch apart in one direction through the fleshy then make cuts in the other direction. Scoop the little dice of avocado from the skin with a big metal spoon.
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Roasted Red Pepper Focaccia

One of the best things to eat on Saturday mornings at the San Francisco Ferry Plaza Farmer’s Market is from the Noe Valley Bakery booth—a big square of thick focaccia covered with a compote of red peppers and scattered with Kalamata olives. Here is my interpretation of this delicious snack. For an hors d’oeuvre, cut the focaccia into 2 by 1-inch rectangles and serve at room temperature.

2 tablespoons granular or active dry yeast

Sugar

6 cups flour

Coarse salt

2 tablespoons olive oil plus ½ cup for pan

2 medium-size red onions, cut in half and thinly sliced

4 red bell peppers, cored, seeded, and cut into ½-inch strips

3 tablespoons good-quality balsamic vinegar

Freshly ground black pepper

20 Kalamata olives, pitted

To proof the yeast, warm a glass measuring cup with hot water. Measure ½ cup very hot water (115 to 120 degrees). (You can barely hold your finger in water this hot.) Stir in the yeast with a pinch of sugar. Let rest 10 minutes. (The yeast mixture should foam like a freshly poured beer. If it doesn’t, discard and try again.)

To make the dough, in a large bowl mix 5 cups of the flour with a tablespoon of salt. Make a well in the center and pour in 2 cups warm water. Pour the yeast mixture into the warm water. With a wooden spoon mix the yeast into the water and then start to bring in the flour. When the mixture comes away from the edges of the bowl and begins to hold together, turn it out onto a clean table or counter, keeping the remaining cup of flour nearby. Knead for 10 to 15 minutes, adding more of the flour as needed until you have a smooth, soft dough. Form the dough into a ball. Put the ball into a deep plastic container or bowl generously coated with olive oil. Turn the dough over so all sides are coated with oil. Cover the bowl with a dry towel and set in a warm place, free of drafts, to rise until doubled in size, about an hour.

To make the topping, put the onions with the 2 tablespoons oil and ½ teaspoon salt in a medium-size sauté or frying pan over medium-high heat. Cook 5 minutes, stirring from time to time, until the onions begin to soften. Add the bell peppers and cook 10 more minutes, until soft. Add the vinegar and cook 5 more minutes. Add salt and pepper to taste. (The topping should be very well seasoned.)

To assemble, generously coat a 12 by 17-inch baking sheet with the ½ cup oil. Punch down the dough. With the heel of your hand, spread the dough on the oiled pan, trying not to work it too much or it will become elastic. Let it rest about 10 minutes. Spread the bell pepper mixture over the dough and scatter with the olives. Turn the oven to 400 degrees and place the pan on the top rack. Bake for 20 to 30 minutes, or until the dough is golden on the bottom, about 40 minutes.

MAKES 24 PIECES

Yeast is an important kind of leavener—it is actually a bacterium that needs warmth, moisture, and food to grow. Warmth comes from a warm place to rise in, moisture comes from the liquid in the dough, and food comes from starch—sugar or flour. The more moisture there is in dough, the happier the yeast is. Generally you knead dough so that the protein in the flour changes to gluten, which makes the dough elastic. The more you knead dough, the drier it becomes. The trick is to add just enough flour to keep the dough from sticking to your hands but not so much that the final dough is dry. As you knead the dough, throw a light coating of flour on the board, but try to add as little as possible. The final result should be smooth, elastic dough that doesn’t stick—it should feel like a baby’s bottom. If you leave dough exposed to the air, it will form a dry crust; that is why it is important to cover all dough that you are not working with.
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To slice onions, cut the onion in half, cutting through the roots. Lay each half on a board cut side down and remove the peel. With the fingers of one hand curled so that the knuckles are forward, cut down and forward with the knife in the other hand. Don’t try to get the slices off the knife; they will fall off with the next slice.
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Focaccia is one of the few foods that has remained relatively unchanged since the Middle Ages. In those days in what is now Italy, people drank a nutritious heavy beer. This bread was cooked on hot stones as a stomach-filler. The dough was cooked sprinkled with a little olive oil and salt or maybe a little tomato—never with all the fancy toppings we use today. Of course, focaccia can be made with other toppings such as caramelized onions or wild mushroom ragout. At the school we often top focaccia with olive oil, chopped rosemary, and coarse salt.
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Red bell peppers are green peppers that have been left on the vine to ripen. Roasting them enhances their flavor. They should not be roasted if they are to be cooked again—on top of focaccia or pizza, for instance.
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Asparagus-Fontina Pizza with Truffle Oil

After relishing a pizza like this one at Mazzini, a small, friendly restaurant in Berkeley, California, I couldn’t wait to try to make it myself It turned out to be almost as delicious! Asparagus tastes best when cooked and enjoyed in the spring. You can substitute any soft melting cheese, like Teleme, for the fontina. A sprinkling of truffle oil brings the flavors together—it’s fantastic! These pizzas are great for casual get-togethers, when your guests can gather in the kitchen, lend a hand, and enjoy the finished pizzas hot from the oven.

1 tablespoon granular or active dry yeast

Sugar

4 ½ to 5 cups flour

Coarse salt

3 tablespoons olive oil plus some for coating the bowl

1 pound fresh asparagus, tough ends removed

Cornmeal for dusting

½ pound thinly sliced fontina, rind removed

½ cup freshly grated Parmesan

2 tablespoons truffle oil

To proof the yeast, pour ½ cup very hot water (115 to 120 degrees) in a warmed measuring cup. Add the yeast with a pinch of sugar and mix to dissolve. Stir in ½ cup of the flour, cover, and set in a warm place for 10 minutes until bubbles form on the surface.





To make the dough, mix the 4 cups flour and 1½ teaspoons salt in a large bowl. Make a well in the center and pour in 2 cups warm water, the olive oil, and the yeast mixture. Using a wooden spoon, stir the liquids together and bring in the flour. Mix until all the ingredients begin to hold together. If the dough seems sticky, add additional flour. When you have a moist, elastic dough that holds its shape, transfer it to a lightly floured work surface and knead until the dough is smooth, kneading in a bit more flour if necessary. The dough is ready when it feels smooth like a baby’s bottom and is slightly springy when pressed gently with your finger. Form the dough into a ball and place in a lightly oiled bowl, turning the dough over to coat evenly with oil. Cover the bowl with a clean towel and set in a warm draft-free place until the dough doubles in size, at least 1½ hours.

Preheat the oven to 450 degrees for at least 30 minutes before baking. Place a pizza stone or four quarry tiles on the lower rack of the oven.

To make the topping, fill a medium-size saucepan with water and bring to a boil over high heat. Cut the asparagus on the diagonal into 1-inch lengths. Drop the asparagus into the boiling water with ½ teaspoon salt. Boil the asparagus for 5 minutes or until it is tender when pierced with a fork. Drain in a colander and run under cold running water to cool. Set aside.

To shape and bake the pizza, punch down the dough, put it on a table or counter, and roll it into a log. Cut the dough into six equal pieces. Roll each piece into a round with your hands as thin as you can, always rolling away from you and keeping the dough moving so that it doesn’t stick to the counter. Shape each piece into a 6-or 7-inch round. Keep the pieces of dough covered with a dry towel or inverted bowl when not working with them to prevent them from drying out. Sprinkle a pizza peel with cornmeal. Place a round of dough on the peel and stretch it with your fingers into a thin round. Cover the dough with one-sixth of the fontina, one-sixth of the asparagus, and one-sixth of the Parmesan. Slide the pizza directly onto the pizza stone and bake for 15 minutes, until the edges are puffy and the bottom golden brown. Remove from the oven, drizzle with truffle oil, and serve.

MAKES 6 PIZZAS

The trick to sliding a pizza onto a stone or tiles is to shake it occasionally when putting on the topping to make sure it doesn’t stick to the peel and give it a firm jerk to get the pizza off the peel and onto the pizza stone. The cornmeal acts as tiny ball bearings, enabling the pizza to roll off the peel.
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What gives pizza and bread a nice crisp crust is baking it directly on tiles or bricks, which absorbs the steam produced by the baking dough. When a pizza is baked in a metal pan, the steam has nowhere to go, so the crust is not likely to be as dry and crisp.







Wild Mushroom Pizza with Ricotta

We all owe a huge debt of gratitude to Alice Waters, who, twenty years ago, built a wood-burning oven upstairs at her renowned Berkeley restaurant, Chez Panisse. Before that, pizza was invariably made with tomato sauce. Now we know we can make pizzas with a variety of interesting and delicious toppings. When using wild mushrooms as a topping, first cook them in butter or oil with herbs and brandy to bring out their earthy flavors.

1 tablespoon granular or active dry yeast

Sugar

4 ½ to 5 cups flour

Coarse salt

3 tablespoons olive oil

2 shallots, minced

3 tablespoons butter

2 garlic cloves, minced

½ pound wild mushrooms, such as shiitake, chanterelle, and/or portobello, sliced

½ pound fresh domestic mushrooms, sliced

1 tablespoon brandy

2 tablespoons heavy cream

1 tablespoon minced fresh Italian parsley

½ tablespoon minced fresh thyme

Freshly ground black pepper

Cornmeal for dusting

1 cup fresh ricotta

Truffle oil (optional)

To proof the yeast, pour ½ cup very hot water (115 to 120 degrees) in a warmed measuring cup. Add the yeast with a pinch of sugar and stir to dissolve. Stir in the yeast and ½ cup of the flour, cover, and set in a warm place for 10 minutes until bubbles form on the surface. If the mixture does not bubble, throw it away and start over.

To make the dough, combine 4 cups of the flour and 1½ teaspoons salt in a large bowl. Make a well in the center and pour in 2 cups warm water, olive oil, and the yeast mixture. Using a wooden spoon, stir the liquids together and then bring in the flour. Mix until all the ingredients begin to hold together. If the dough seems particularly wet and sticky, add more flour. When you have moist dough that holds its shape, transfer it to a table or a counter. Place a cup of flour on the side. With clean, dry hands knead the dough until it is smooth and feels like a baby’s bottom, 10 to 15 minutes, adding only enough flour to keep it from sticking. Form the dough into a ball and place in a lightly oiled bowl, turning it over to coat evenly with the oil. Cover the bowl with a dry towel and set it in a warm place, free from drafts, until it doubles in size, at least 1½ hours.

Place a pizza stone or four quarry tiles on the lower rack of the oven. Preheat the oven to 450 degrees at least 30 minutes before baking.

To prepare the topping, cook the shallots in the butter with a sprinkling of salt over medium-high heat, stirring, until the shallots are soft and translucent, 3 to 4 minutes. Stir in the garlic and cook for a minute more. Toss in the mushrooms and cook until they begin to soften, 3 to 4 minutes. Stir in the brandy, the cream, the parsley, thyme, and salt and pepper to taste. Remove the mushrooms from the pan as soon as they are half wilted.

To shape and bake the pizza, punch down the dough, put it on a table or counter, and roll it into a log. Cut the log into six equal pieces. Pat each piece into a round with your hands, then roll it out as thin as you can, always rolling away from you and keeping the dough moving so it doesn’t stick to the counter. Shape each piece into a 6-or 7-inch round. Keep the pieces of dough covered with a dry towel or inverted bowl when not working with them to prevent them from drying out. Sprinkle a pizza peel with cornmeal. Place a round of dough on the peel, and stretch it with your fingers, being careful not to make holes, into a thin round. Slide the pizza directly onto the pizza stone and bake for 15 minutes, until the edges are puffy and golden brown. Since there is no topping on this pizza, check it after 10 minutes; if it has risen in the center, push it flat with a large fork or metal spatula.
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