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To Michael Pardus and Thomas Keller

You are great chefs because you are great teachers






INTRODUCTION

by Anthony Bourdain




It’s useful these days when everyone, it seems, has an opinion about food, to know what the hell you’re talking about. And, if planning to actually cook seriously, it’s advisable, if not compulsory, to know what it is you’re doing. Decoding a menu is hard enough since the explosion of food consciousness—with its plethora of culinary terms (often egregiously misused)—but fully understanding a recipe before attacking one’s ingredients with a knife, heat, and good intentions is increasingly a necessity. It’s no longer acceptable to dump a handful of vegetables and brown rice into a wok, stir them into mush, then invite your friends over and expect them to be grateful. They now know better.

And if you do somehow manage to properly roast a chicken and serve it with a little sauce, it’s nice to be able to discuss how, exactly, you did it. Your chicken did not turn brown in the pan by magic. The various elements of your sauce held together for a reason. Others came before you—ruining plenty of similar chickens and sauces before getting it right. Chances are you have learned, explicitly or intuitively, from their mistakes. The mysterious physical forces of the universe, the history and traditions of the human race, and the basic elements of cuisine combine and come into play every time you pick up a knife and begin to cook. There are fundamentals to consider.

The Elements of Cooking is an opinionated food glossary from a writer and cook who knows better than most what the hell he’s talking about. Michael Ruhlman is coauthor of The French Laundry Cookbook with chef Thomas Keller and of A Return To Cooking with chef Eric Ripert, as well as the writer behind an excellent series of books on the training, seasoning, and very soul of chefs. He understands as few others do the basic nature of not just ingredients, but the intangibles in cooking—as well as the kind of motivation, dedication and particular forms of madness it seems to require. If someone is going to hold your hand in the kitchen, you’d find few better qualified than Ruhlman.

It’s all here. In much the same way as Strunk and White’s classic, The Elements of Style, became an essential reference text on every writer and journalist’s desk, The Elements of Cooking should sit atop every refrigerator. Every bright-eyed and bushy-tailed culinary student should—and likely will—have a copy, rolled up with their knives.

Eight essays on vital, primary concepts like stock, sauce, salt, eggs, heat, and tools…and an absolutely rock solid definition of every term professional chefs should know as a matter of course after years of working in professional kitchens; now you will learn them easily and concisely—without burning yourself, cutting yourself, or having your ass kicked in the process. All you have to do is look them up in this book. Every cook—professional or otherwise—who cares about what they are doing, and why, should own this book. It’s that simple.







NOTES ON COOKING: FROM STOCK TO FINESSE



1. STOCK

In the creation of good food, no preparation comes close to matching the power of fresh stock. It’s called le fond, “the foundation,” in the French kitchen for a reason: stock lays the groundwork and will be the support structure for much of what’s to come. Stock is the first lesson taught in the kitchens of the best cooking schools for a reason. The finest restaurants in the country are making stock all but continuously; were it not for this fact, they would not be the best restaurants in the country.

Ultimately, well-made stock is the ingredient that definitively separates home cooking from the cooking of a professional. There is no way around this fact. Even if you buy the most expensive prepared stocks and enhance them with your own aromatics, the results will never achieve the clarity and lightness of flavor of dishes made with fresh stock.

However, while it’s critical to acknowledge the symbiotic relationship between good stock and a good kitchen, there’s nothing unfortunate about the fact that few of us will make stock frequently enough to have it always on hand; making stock every other day isn’t practical. Two factors mitigating this situation are first, that stock freezes well and second, that stock can be built into your cooking regimen on a semi-regular basis from leftovers and trimmings. And even if you don’t take advantage of the freezer or make it a regular, if occasional, part of your routine, it’s important every now and then to know how to make a stock, whether for a soup, a sauce, a cooking liquid, or simply for the pleasure of it.

What follows are, first, the benchmarks of preparing an excellent stock and second, the important attributes of the main stocks: chicken, beef, fish, and vegetable. (Veal, the most versatile of all stocks, will be addressed separately on page 7.)

The basics are few and easy: good fresh ingredients and low heat.

Stocks are a distillation of flavor, an extraction by water of the essence of the ingredients. If those ingredients are old, or if they are pale and weak, those qualities will be reflected in the flavor of your stock. Ask yourself: Do these ingredients look good, would they be tasty if I were to cook and eat them as they are? If so, they’re suitable for stock. Meat stocks benefit from a good balance of meat (which provides the flavor) and bones and joints (which provide body).

Low heat. It’s not enough to say stocks should never boil—ideally, they shouldn’t even simmer. Water 170° to 180°F will extract the essence of an ingredient. Agitation from bubbling water can compromise a stock by stirring up fat and other impurities, thus clouding the liquid and compromising its flavor; cooking the meat and vegetables at a simmer tends to overcook their exterior, which will begin to disintegrate before the stock’s done, releasing fragments that will soak up your valuable liquid and be discarded after the straining; simmering for extended periods has an oxidizing effect that tends to brutalize and muddy the flavors. Cooking stock at low temperatures requires a little more time, and there are exceptions to the rule, but the benefits of low-and-slow are distinct.

Clarity can refer to two attributes of a stock. The first is its appearance. Is it translucent or opaque? The clearer it is, in most cases, the better the flavor. When you dip a spoon into a white stock, you should be able to see the spoon below the surface; the clearer your view of the spoon, the clearer the stock. With a spoonful of brown stock, you should be able to see the bottom of the spoon clearly; if you can’t, it’s because the stock is cloudy. Clarity can also refer to taste—if, in a chicken stock, the flavor of chicken is distinct, and you can detect the tomato, the sweetness of the vegetables, and the complexity of aromatics, such as thyme and peppercorns, and if it feels light on the palate, not heavy or sticky, it has a clear, clean taste.

A related issue, and something to be mindful of, is the cooking of the ingredients before the water is added. Water added to raw onions and heated will have a different flavor from water added to onions that have been sweated, which will taste different from water added to onions that have been browned. Brown meat-based stocks are usually made with bones that have been roasted and give stock the roasted aroma that you smell when you pull the bones from the oven. Generally, cooking your ingredients before adding the water deepens the flavor and will make the stock more complex. This is not always desired—sometimes you want the clean sweetness of carrot and onion rather than the complex nuances of caramelization.

Cooking meat stocks. It’s best to begin with cold water over the meat and bones (the vegetables and other aromatics should be added toward the end of cooking), and allow the temperature to rise gradually. When the water reaches its cooking temperature—180°F is optimal—skim the stock. If your ingredients were raw, a lot of coagulated blood and protein will be floating on the surface at this point; this, along with any other floating bits and impurities, should be skimmed and discarded. If your ingredients were cooked (blanched bones for a white stock or roasted for a brown), this protein will have already coagulated and so less material will need to be skimmed, but there may still be residual blood and additional fat. This should be removed early while the stock is so dilute, still mostly water.

Skim frequently using a ladle or a large spoon; generally speaking, you can’t skim too much, but you do not want to lose stock unnecessarily.

Aromatic vegetables and herbs are critical. The sweet vegetables onion and carrot are most common, as are celery, bay leaf, thyme, parsley, peppercorn, and garlic; avoid simply using any vegetables at hand—you wouldn’t want to use turnip or a green pepper as an aromat. Aromatic vegetables, herbs, and spices should be added toward the end. They release their flavors in an hour or less once the stock, cooled by the added ingredients, returns to its cooking temperature; if you cook vegetables too long, they can disintegrate and compromise the stock. Vegetable stocks need an hour or less to cook.

When the stock is done—generally, 1 to 4 hours for chicken, 4 to 6 hours for beef, 8 to 12 for veal, less than an hour for fish, an hour for vegetable—it should be passed first through a strainer or a chinois, then through cloth to remove as many particles as possible.

The stock should then be used or cooled and stored. The faster a stock cools the better for the stock (as for food that is cooked and cooled). Fat should be allowed to rise to the top and either be skimmed off or allowed to congeal for easy removal. Stocks can be cooled rapidly by putting the pot into an ice bath, though this requires a lot of ice and can be impractical. At home, allow the stock to come to room temperature, then refrigerate it until it’s chilled, remove the fat, and cover. Alternatively, if you’re using the stock throughout the week at home, a stock can be returned to the pot after straining and stay on the stovetop uncovered; the cooking has killed most microbes that might cause spoilage and the convenience of stock at the ready, stock that can be fortified with trim from sweet vegetables and tasty scraps of meat and bones, is appealing for its usefulness and economy.

Stocks will keep well for several days refrigerated and, well stored, for up to two months frozen (longer than that and they begin to pick up the flavors of other food and develop an “off” flavor of their own).

That’s all there is to it—good base ingredients, gentle heat for a time appropriate to those ingredients, good aromatics added at the end, an occasional skimming, a straining, and you’re good to go. There’s nothing like fresh stock and nothing that makes other food so tasty and nourishing.



The salient points on the common stocks:



Chicken: The most common stock because chicken is inexpensive and available and makes an excellent all-purpose liquid. Chicken bones and meat can be used roasted or raw; the carcass from a roasted chicken will make an excellent stock.



Beef: Because the bones of beef result in an unpleasant bone-gelatin flavor, a heavy proportion of meat is the critical component in a good beef stock. Optimally, meaty bones heavy with connective tissue can be used but ground beef works, too. The bones from land animals bigger than chickens are best cooked before they’re used for stock to get rid of impurities (such as blood and fat) before the water is added. Bones can be blanched—that is, brought to a complete boil, then strained and thoroughly rinsed under cold water. They can also be roasted, which has a similar “cleaning” effect but will add a complex roasted flavor to the stock that blanching does not.



Fish: Fish stock, also referred to as fumet (a word that implies that white wine has been used and reflects the delicacy of the finished liquid), requires the freshest bones from white-fleshed fish treated gently. Aromatic vegetables are first sweated, then the bones are added and sweated, followed by wine and then water. More than for any other stock, it’s critical not to allow it to reach a boil. Fish fumet requires less than an hour total cooking time and at its peak should be immediately strained and chilled.



Vegetable: Like fish stock, vegetable stock should be cooked gently and briefly. Chefs vary on how they handle vegetable stock—some like to pulverize the vegetables before they add water for quick extraction, some sweat the bejesus out of them. Vegetable stock couldn’t be easier at home—use good sweet vegetables, as well as mushrooms for their meaty, brothy effect, and you can’t go wrong. It’s volatile, though, so it should be made as it’s needed or chilled and frozen.



Veal Stock—a personal reflection on the home cook’s most valuable ingredient



Veal stock is distinguished from all other stocks by its neutrality and its gelatin: the meat and bones don’t have a strong flavor of their own, and so magnify the flavors of what they’re combined with; as they are the bones from a young animal, they contain abundant collagen, which breaks down into the gelatin that creates excellent body in the finished stock.

From such simple material comes not only one of the most exquisite tools in the kitchen, but something more akin to a natural wonder or a great work of art. Few people put veal stock in the same category as, say, the Goldberg Variations or Plato’s cave allegory, and this lack of understanding amazes me. There’s a reason why veal stock is considered the backbone of the finest culinary tradition of the Western world, what many consider to be, in the hands of the right chef, true artistry.

But it’s almost never used in the home kitchen, and this is as unfortunate as it is unnecessary. It’s no more difficult to make than chicken stock, it’s one of the most powerful tools in professional kitchens, one of the biggest guns in the professional chef’s entire arsenal, and it’s virtually unknown to the home cook. If there is a single ingredient that could transform a cook’s repertoire at home, it’s veal stock.

Perhaps one reason for its absence in the home kitchen is that most books geared toward the home cook don’t offer veal stock recipes. Or they offer recipes for meat stock, not bothering to distinguish between beef, pork, chicken, and veal. Both Joy of Cooking and Craig Claiborne’s The New York Times Cookbook, excellent all-purpose books, contain veal stock recipes without explaining why one would make it, as if it were interchangeable with chicken stock. The New Good Housekeeping Cookbook contains no recipe, nor does The Essentials of Cooking, by the respected author and teacher James Peterson. I’m not sure why this is. Recipes for chicken stock abound in cookbooks and seem not to need a justification. Veal stock is no more difficult to make than any other stock, it’s a hundred if not a thousand times more useful, and it’s a rarity.

Veal stock is the essential. If you could only have one preparation in a book of essentials, veal stock would have to be it. In a book with many essentials, veal stock is the only logical choice for the lead-off preparation.

So our cookbook authors don’t talk about it and our cooking shows don’t much discuss any kind of stock making whatsoever (in the Food Network’s 60,000-recipe database, I found a single recipe for veal stock, from Emeril Lagasse, bless him—a traditional brown veal stock like you’d make in cooking school), and our celebrity chefs, if they include a veal stock recipe, tend to bury it in the back of their big beautiful books.

One has to travel all the way back to 1970 to find a cookbook author properly expounding on the notion of veal stock, the American expatriate Richard Olney, living in France, one of the most influential writers on food of his time: “Veal stock,” he writes in The French Menu Cookbook, “could be likened to an unfinished portrait, its background laid in, the essential volumes and harmonies defined, before the details of particular features are imposed on the abstract structure…[I]t is the perfect vehicle for other flavors, lending body and support without altering or obscuring their primitive qualities.”

Madeleine Kamman, the French-born cooking teacher and writer, includes a veal stock recipe in her tome, The New Making of a Cook, a revision of her 1971 book, and says that “it is very important to use it exclusively for the making of all sauces, be they classic, neoclassic, or modern…”

That veal stock today should be so phenomenally underrepresented in all media directed at the home cook during what’s considered to be a “food revolution” in America is ironic.

I should here counterbalance what might seem on the surface a sort of veal stock fanaticism of mine. Most cuisines of the world do not rely on veal stock at all. The whole body of vegetarian cuisine, for example, gets along perfectly without veal stock. Asian meat-based stocks rely largely on chicken and pork. Italian cuisine uses it occasionally but on the whole seems relatively indifferent to it. One of America’s most innovative chefs, Jean-Georges Vongerichten, a classically trained Frenchman, became well known in chef circles for eschewing veal-stock-based sauces at his restaurant Vong. Judy Rodgers, the Francophile and French-trained chef at the very American, very eccentric Zuni Cafe in San Francisco, includes no veal stock recipe in her Zuni Cafe Cookbook, which hews so strictly to the recipes used at the restaurant, her cooks refer to it continually in their daily work. She says she simply hasn’t found a good source for veal near her restaurant and so doesn’t use veal stock.

But, of course, Vongerichten and Rodgers can work wonders with plain water. It’s the non-pro who stands to gain the most from veal stock, the home cook. Taking this one item, veal stock, and adding it to your kitchen is like taking the four-cylinder engine of your Mitsubishi and turbo charging it; with the addition of a turbo, the engine becomes not only faster but more fuel efficient. Veal stock, same thing—it not only makes your food taste better by miles, it makes you more efficient in your efforts at creating delicious food.

Here’s how simple using veal stock is. Dice mushrooms, about a cup’s worth, and mince a shallot. Have ready a quarter cup of tasty white wine and a cup of veal stock. Get a sauté pan smoking hot over high heat. Add a coating of oil, which should ripple when it hits the pan and begin to smoke. Toss in your mushrooms, let them cook for a few seconds, then stir—the more browning you get the better the flavor—and cook for a minute or so. Add the shallot and cook, add the white wine and continue cooking till it’s almost cooked off, then add the veal stock and bring it to a simmer. Add some salt and pepper, stir or swirl in a couple tablespoons of butter, and you have sauce for four portions of a meaty mild fish, such as halibut or cod, or slices of beef tenderloin. This same sauce would be perfect for sautéed veal (add a squeeze of lemon) or pork medallions (add a tablespoon of mustard). If you’ve salted and cooked your meat properly, the dish will taste better than the fancypants dishes at your favorite French restaurant—rich and mushroomy and meaty, with great body and, from the butter, smooth texture and lusciousness—because it is fresh and made à la minute, and because it came from your kitchen. Deglaze the pan you’ve roasted a chicken in with veal stock and you will soon have an amazing sauce just as it is, or easily enhanced by adding, say, basil, tomato, and olives, or tarragon and chives.

You can do this with chicken stock—you can do this with water, for that matter—but it’s not the same.

There’s nothing like veal stock. It’s a marvel.

None of this is news to a restaurant chef, and any restaurant chef worth his salt could abandon veal stock and make do because they’re chefs and have a great range of tools and techniques at their disposal.

But the home cook, limited by time and money and cooking knowledge, ratchets up his or her talent by a factor of ten by making veal stock. Honest to God, it’s like magic, like getting your wings.

Making Veal Stock at Home

It’s no different than any other stock except for the cooking time, and so no more work than any other stock: roast bones, cook in water 180°F for 8 to 12 hours, add the aromatics, cook for an hour longer, and strain.

Basic Brown Veal Stock

Yield: About 2 quarts finished veal stock


¼ cup vegetable oil

10 pounds meaty veal bones and joints (knuckles, breast, shank), cut into 3-to 4-inch pieces

4 large carrots, peeled

4 ribs celery

2 large onions, peeled

5 cloves garlic, peeled

¼ cup tomato paste

2 tablespoons peppercorns, cracked

5 stems thyme

5 stems parsley

2 bay leaves



Preheat your oven to 450°F and lightly oil two large sheet or roasting pans. Place the pans in the oven. When the oven and the pans are hot, remove them, and place the meat and bones on them. Make sure they’re spread out so they brown as evenly as possible. Roast them for 30 minutes, then turn them and continue roasting for another 15 minutes or until they’re appealingly golden brown and smell delicious.

Place the bones in a stock pot. Pour off the fat from the pans, add a couple of cups of water to the pans, place them over high heat, and scrape the brown bits stuck to the pan. Taste this liquid. Sometimes the juices from the bones can burn and make this deglazing liquid bitter—if it’s bitter, don’t use it. If it tastes good (its flavor will be much milder than its deep color will indicate), add this liquid to the stock pot, then continue to add enough cold water to cover the bones by a couple of inches, about 10 quarts. Bring the water to a simmer, skimming the surface of any fat and impurities that rise. Place the stock pot in the oven and heat it to between 180° and 200°F. Let the stock cook for at least 8 hours and up to 12 hours.

Meanwhile, clean and roughly chop your vegetables. When the bones have cooked for 8 to 10 hours, remove the stock pot from the oven. Add the remaining ingredients. (For an even deeper, richer stock, roast the vegetables and tomato paste till they are slightly caramelized, and then add them to the stock.) Bring the pot back up to a simmer, skimming as necessary, then return the pot to the oven for another 1 to 1½ hours.

Strain the stock through a colander or strainer as soon as it’s out of the oven. Strain the stock a second time through a kitchen cloth. Refrigerate the stock. Remove and discard the congealed fat on top of the stock. Use within a week or freeze as necessary.

Issues of Finesse and Variations by Chefs

Veal stock is not only a revelation in itself; how its fundamental premise is varied by chefs reveals much about the flexibility and possible nuances of the stock itself.

As mentioned earlier, Emeril’s is as basic as the one above, the kind you learn in culinary school, and describes Emeril’s roots as a Johnson & Wales graduate. He caramelizes the vegetables in the classic manner for a complex deep sweetness.

While Judy Rodgers doesn’t make a veal stock at her Zuni Cafe because she hasn’t sourced good veal in her area (she prefers to keep her sources close to home), she recalls her first encounters with veal stock fondly. It was in a kitchen in Roanne, which happened to be run by Jean and Pierre Troisgros, among the culinary giants in the gastronomic center of the Western world. The year was 1973, Rodgers was sixteen, and she’d just arrived from St. Louis. It was four in the morning and she was offered a ham sandwich prepared by Jean. “We ate standing in his kitchen,” she writes in the introduction to her Zuni cookbook, “which was dark and quiet and gave no hint of its legendary status, except for the rich aroma of a veal stock slowly reducing to demi-glace.”

She still had the recipe from her notes, which she took assiduously during her stay with the Troisgros family. “At Troisgros,” she says, “veal was the mainstay stock.” The Troisgros recipe, written in French in the neat rounded script of the sixteen-year-old apprentice, calls for 20 kilograms, about 45 pounds, of bones and a kilogram of pigskin. Pigskin is high in gelatin and adds great body to the stock. Leeks are also included in the basic recipe but no tomato. Rodgers notes that the bones are not roasted (“pas grillé, innovation de la maison” she writes; in a footnote at the bottom she notes that chez Troisgros had always roasted the bones, but by chance didn’t once and that the resulting stock had a much more natural taste).

Interestingly, Thomas Keller also does not roast the bones for veal stock. Instead the bones and meat are trimmed of as much fat as possible and brought to a boil, then rinsed and cleaned before being re-covered with water, and brought to a simmer.

Keller’s kitchens are famous for doing things the hard way and his veal stock is no different. Like the Troisgros brothers, Keller adds both an additional gelatin source, a calf’s foot, and leeks. He does not use celery; he believes it makes the stock bitter. He uses a huge amount of tomato paste, which makes his stock very sweet and gives it a pale brown color even though nothing’s been roasted. He first simmers the bones and aromatics for about 6 hours. The stock is then strained and quickly chilled. The bones are once again covered with water, then simmered for another 6 hours, strained, and chilled (sometimes referred to as a remouillage). The two stocks—Veal 1 and Veal 2 they’re called at the restaurant—are combined and slowly reduced, 16 to 20 quarts down to about 2 quarts.

Perhaps the oddest ingredient variation is Kamman’s addition of a bouillon cube.

“You put a Knorr bouillon cube in your stock?!” I exclaimed when she told me this over the phone.

“Yes! I do!” she said.

“You?!”

“Yes, me!” She added with a modesty customary among chefs, “In all honesty, I’ve never tasted sauces like mine.”

She explained that the cubes add salt and MSG to the stock, which gives it a greater depth of taste. This seems odd and unnecessary, but cooks are an eccentric bunch.

No matter your variation, the young gelatin-rich bones, combining with the sweetness of the vegetables, creates one of the most extraordinary elixirs in the kitchen and one of the most versatile tools a cook can put at his or her disposal.

2. SAUCE

We tend to think of sauce as something we pour over something else just before serving it, but practically speaking, sauce is any seasoned fat, acid, cooking liquid, juice, plant puree, or combination thereof, that we add to a main ingredient to enhance it, and it’s helpful to the cook to think of it in this fundamental way.

Yes, it’s the tomato sauce on the pasta, the beurre noisette on the sautéed trout, the ketchup on the hamburger, the chocolate on the profiteroles. But the mayonnaise that enriches and binds a tuna salad is its sauce; a quenelle of olive tapenade on a grilled duck breast can serve as its sauce. The vinaigrette is a salad’s customary sauce. Braised items help to create their own sauce. A poached egg can get away without having a sauce because it contains its own, but add a spoonful of beurre blanc and it becomes an exquisite dish. In a classic chicken chaud-froid (hot-cold), a cooked sauce is spooned over cooked and chilled chicken so that the sauce completely coats, then solidifies on, the chicken—a fancy way to sauce food. Soup is little more than main ingredients in an abundance of sauce. A crème brûlée is in effect nothing more than a seasoned dessert sauce cooked to set the proteins.

Sauce can transform a dish or a meal from good to great but should never call attention to itself—it’s always in the service of something else, and as such constitutes an unusual culinary specialty in its own right. This is why in the French brigade system, which divides chefs into various departments, the saucier is often the most talented cook in the kitchen, the magician and sorcerer. From the beginning of the meal (mustard with the charcuterie platter) through to dessert (ice cream on pie, or raspberry puree with a chocolate torte), there’s almost no dish that doesn’t benefit from some form of sauce.

From the cook’s standpoint, sauce is an idea and a function, and the best are integral to and inseparable from what they accompany. While they can be categorized in several ways, again, they generally fall into one of three categories: stock based, fat based, and plant based (fruit or vegetable).

Stock Refined

The pinnacle of sauce making is reached in the stock-based sauces, not so much because they taste better than any other sauce, but rather because they require the most effort and are distinguished by numerous elements of finesse. And of the stock-based sauces, the brown sauces are at the top of the heap.

Brown sauces are veal-stock based; any meat-and-bones mixture can be roasted and, with caramelized vegetables, make a fine brown sauce, but in the sauce pantheon, the true brown sauces begin with veal stock.

Veal stock was once turned into espagnole sauce; that is, it was thickened with a brown roux, and fortified with more caramelized mirepoix. This could be further refined into a classical demi-glace by being combined with more veal stock and reduced. Both brown sauce, the mother mother sauce, and classical demi-glace can be transformed into myriad sauces à la minute because they are rich with neutral meat savoriness and vegetable sweetness, and they have already developed an excellent saucelike consistency to add to whatever juices and aromatic vegetables they will enhance.

If even the most timid cook has some espagnole on hand, family and friends may think him a genius saucier, because any pan he adds it to seems transformed into a magical pan—with some minced shallot, mustard, fresh herbs, and mushrooms, suddenly the plain roasted chicken, the blasé pork loin, or the boring and expensive filet mignon will take on a deliciousness that astonishes, given the small fulcrum of the veal-stock-based mother sauce (which, truth be told, doesn’t taste all that appealing on its own—part of its magic).

Any stock can be fortified and prethickened with a roux this way—when it’s a white stock (chicken or fish) it’s called a velouté—with excellent results, provided you take time to skim the skin off the surface as it forms and the flour cooks out.

Even milk can be thickened this way to make a sauce called béchamel, a concoction of surprising versatility. Here, milk is like a ready-made stock, easily thickened and seasoned to become the base of any number of great cream sauces for pasta, white meat, fish, and vegetables.

Roux-thickened sauces have gotten a bad rap because of their association with heavy antiquated or badly prepared French food. This is too bad because a roux is potentially the most elegant and refined way of thickening a sauce. Stocks thickened only by reduction can feel gluey, and stocks thickened by a pure-starch slurry, such as with cornstarch, can become diluted by the starch and take on a gelatinized-starch texture. A sauce thickened with a roux, one in which the base sauce has been properly cooked and skimmed, has a rich flavor, luxurious body, and a lightness on the palate.

The only problem with roux-thickened sauces is that they require more work. To make a veal stock one day and then further to make a brown sauce from that stock will take up a big chunk of a second day. Because milk is at the ready, béchamel sauce may be the most practical of the roux-thickened sauces for the home cook. For committed cooks, mother sauces and their derivatives are worth doing, as the process contains many lessons for the cook, not least of which are the pleasures of eating a great sauce. Also, mother sauces freeze well, so a big batch can be divided into small quantities for future use.

Practically speaking, any stock can be reduced, fortified with elements of the meal—additional aromatics, bones and meat trim, herbs, seasonings—to make fine stock-based sauces. Veal is the easiest and most versatile of all the stocks. It can be served as is or thickened with a slurry (cornstarch and water).

Don’t ignore water as the fundamental stock and sauce base. No, it doesn’t have any flavor or body of its own, but it picks up flavor very quickly and so last minute pan sauces can be fast and easy even if you don’t have stock on hand. Water is certainly superior to canned broths. If you roast a chicken in a pan, for instance, you can put together a delicious sauce while it rests using water to create a basic stock and sauce right there. Remove the chicken to a cutting board, pour off excess fat from the pan and reserve any skin stuck to the pan, the wing tips, and the neck, gizzard, and heart if you have roasted them with the chicken. Set the pan over high heat, add a cup of chopped carrots and onion, and cook briefly. Deglaze the pan with white wine and cook it down till the pan is nearly dry, then cover the vegetables and chicken trim with water and cook over high heat. Season with salt and pepper. You will have a flavorful jus in a few minutes that can accompany the chicken.

If you have time, let all the water cook off to brown the sugars released into the water from the vegetables, add more water, and cook this down again.

For a more refined sauce, strain it into a small pan, swirl in some butter, some fresh herbs, or some mustard, to further enhance it.

Would such a sauce be deeper and richer if you used a good chicken or veal stock instead of water? Yes. But can you make a good quick sauce without stock? Absolutely, and it will be far superior to one that you made using a store-bought stock or broth instead of water.

Finally, derivative sauces and meat-based sauces are volatile. There’s a reason they’re finished à la minute. If they’re made and held, their flavor becomes dull. They need to be completed just before serving for the freshest and most vibrant flavor. Leftover sauce can be reused after it’s been refrigerated, but it needs to be refreshed with additional stock and straining.

Fat’s Great Transformation: The Emulsified Sauce

Fat is by far the easiest material to transform into sauce because it’s virtually a sauce already—it’s rich and luxurious at the outset, and all the cook must do is flavor it and adjust its consistency. Consistency is extremely important in fat-based sauces. Canola oil by itself is not enticing, but whip it into a mayonnaise and the consistency alone is appealing. Flavor, which makes the fat distinctive and satisfying, comes from the usual sources: acid, aromatics, spices, and salt.

It’s also the easiest sauce to give to a dish. Butter on chicken or steak is excellent by itself, a good olive oil mixes perfectly with the sweetness and acidity of a tomato from the garden.

Butter offers its own category of sauces in what’s called compound butter, that is butter flavored with fresh herbs, aromatics, and acid, and put directly on the food. When butter is heated, the solids separate from the clear fat and brown, the flavor deepening into nuttiness; herbs and acid finish it to make a delicious all-purpose sauce.

But when the cook applies some energy and craft to fat, emulsifying it—transforming it from liquid to thickly creamy—sauces of great distinction result, sauces that may be more satisfying than any other category of sauce.

There are two primary fats used for emulsified sauces: oil and butter. Oil emulsifications are mayonnaise or mayonnaise variants. When the fat is butter, the result is referred to as an emulsified butter sauce, such as hollandaise. Both use egg yolk as the means for emulsifying a lot of fat into a little bit of water. For mayonnaise-style sauces, oil is whipped into raw egg yolk (and a few drops of water and/or citrus juice and seasoning). For emulsified butter sauces, the egg yolk mixture is cooked and the butter (clarified or whole) is then whipped into the egg mixture.

The ratios for both are fairly standard though they can be varied according to your tastes and style. For mayonnaise, use one yolk for each cup of oil. For butter sauces, the classical ratio is three yolks for eight ounces of butter (though the extra eggs are more for texture and richness than for the emulsification).

The principles are mainly the same. For a mayonnaise, the liquid (lemon juice and water) is combined with salt so that the salt melts; this is combined with the yolk, then the oil is whipped in, at first drop by drop as the emulsion is formed, then in a thin steady stream as you whisk continuously. For the butter sauces, a reduction is used to flavor the sauce; a mixture of aromatic herbs, vegetables, spices, salt, and acid (vinegar and/or wine) are cooked and strained; this liquid is combined with the yolks in a pan or a bowl. The yolks are put over heat (typically a hot water bath to avoid overcooking the yolks) and are whipped as they cook. When they are cooked and foamy from whipping, the butter is slowly whipped in. The sauce can be finished with fresh herbs and aromatics.

Emulsified butter sauces and mayonnaises are delicious with all manner of meat, fish, shellfish, vegetables, and eggs. Mayonnaises, such as the garlic–olive oil aïoli, are especially good with meats, shellfish, and vegetables that are served cold.

There’s also a kind of eggless emulsified butter sauce that takes advantage of the fact that whole butter is already an emulsification of water, solids, and fat. Aromatic vegetables such as shallots or onions are cooked with wine till the liquid is reduced, then the butter is whipped in piece by piece. These sauces, called beurre blanc or beurre rouge depending on the wine used, are very easy and quick to make.

Likewise, there is an eggless oil-based sauce, heavily reliant on acid—the emulsified vinaigrette. Salt and mustard season one part vinegar, then three parts oil are mixed in. Because mustard has some emulsifying power, a stable emulsion can be achieved, though one that’s considerably looser than a mayonnaise. This is easiest to make using the power of a blender but an emulsified vinaigrette can be made the same way as mayonnaise.

Contemporary Sauces

American cooking has evolved dramatically during the past decade. So has the way we think about food. The definition of sauce is not relegated to those special preparations to spoon over meat and vegetables but instead should be described as a kind of continuum of flavor and texture that can range from solid (a compound butter) to waterlike (a nage) depending on the food it’s meant to elevate. A puree of tomatoes, cooked, has long been one of the main sauces, considered to be a mother sauce, but any vegetable puree can serve as a sauce.

An asparagus sauce—asparagus cooked, shocked, pureed, then seasoned with salt and lemon and enriched with butter as it’s reheated—is every bit as satisfying as a butter sauce on a white fish. It can be highly refined, thinned by straining or served thick and substantial.

What you are doing is simply transforming the consistency of the ingredient to turn it into a sauce. You are cooking the asparagus as you would if you were planning to serve it whole, right down to the salt, butter, and lemon juice. You can do this with any vegetable. Likewise, most fruits can be cooked, pureed, and strained for delicious dessert sauces.

Such preparations can be taken even further—they can be served as soup. In contemporary cooking often the line between soup and sauce is completely blurred. Broths can function as sauces, for meat and fish; vinaigrettes can be used like classical sauces, vegetable juices can be transformed into sauce. The definition of sauce is ever expanding.

As Americans travel more and American restaurant culture grows increasingly diverse, we are becoming familiar with a range of sauces from other cultures—Asian dipping sauces (based on fermented soybeans and fish, which represent a whole new category), South American chimichurri (in effect a vinaigrette-soaked herb sauce), to Mexican moles and Asian curries (often using pureed peppers, seeds, and nuts for flavor and body).

There’s no end to the world of sauces but they’re very easy to organize in your mind when you’re thinking about what sauce to combine with tonight’s dish. Indeed, sauce isn’t about anything more than flavor and seasoning. When you’re adding a sauce to a dish, you’re not doing anything more complex than seasoning it. Just as you season a dish with salt, not so that you can taste the salt, but to enhance the dish. Think of sauce as an elaborate form of salt. Which of course is what the word sauce means and derives from. Salt.

3. SALT

I remember clearly the moment I heard it—a bright Saturday afternoon, on the phone, seated at my desk in our old house. The truth of the news struck me like a spike. I was working with Thomas Keller on the proposal for what would become The French Laundry Cookbook. Relatively new to the world of professional cooking, I asked, “What’s the most important thing for a cook to know in your kitchen?”

He paused, then said, “Seasoning.”

“What do you mean, seasoning?”

“Salt and pepper.” He paused again. “Salt, really.”

“The most important thing for a cook to know is how to salt food?”

“That’s right,” he said.

The truth of it would only deepen as I continued to explore the craft of cooking. It is true not just for cooks in professional kitchens, but for all cooks in all kitchens, everywhere: learning to salt food properly is the most important skill you can possess.

No surprise, then, that salting food is one of the first things taught in culinary school. When my instructor judged my soup to be flat he told me to take out a ladleful and salt it, then compare the two. This would help me to understand what he called “the effect of salt,” he said. You don’t want to taste salt in the food—that means it’s been oversalted. You want it to taste seasoned—meaning that it has an appropriate depth of flavor and balance, is not pale or insipid. Same with the water you boil pasta in. Before culinary school, I’d salted pasta water by putting a pinch into a giant pot of water. I don’t know what I thought that was going to do—if I’d given it even two seconds of consideration, I’d have had to conclude that the salt had absolutely no effect. My instructor explained that our pasta water should taste like properly seasoned soup. This would ensure perfectly seasoned pasta. Or rice, for that matter.

We learned to “season as you go”—that is, salt your food throughout the cooking process because food salted at the beginning of or during the cooking tasted different from food salted just before it was served. The former tasted seasoned; the latter tasted salted.

So even from the outset of learning to cook properly I had discovered that I wasn’t doing one of the most routine kitchen acts, salting food correctly. Keller said it was one of the first things they taught new cooks at The French Laundry. I scarcely thought about it—salt had been an afterthought. That’s what the salt shaker on the table’s for, right?

Wrong. How to salt food. It’s the most important skill you can have.

After my conversation with Keller nearly ten years ago, I paid a lot of attention to salt and how people used it. I also listened to the ubiquitous health warnings about the overconsumption of salt. I even wound up writing a book largely about salting food, Charcuterie: The Craft of Salting, Smoking and Curing.

Judy Rodgers was the first chef I knew to address this matter head-on in her Zuni Cafe Cookbook. Common wisdom had always been that if you salted food early, it dried the food out. Looks that way. Salt a steak and a few hours later it’s sitting in a puddle of red juices. But in fact the perpetual osmotic effect of salt enhances juiciness by changing the cell structure so that it holds more moisture. Salt also enhances the flavor of the meat by thoroughly penetrating it. And it dissolves the sticky protein myosin, so that in ground preparations—hamburger, sausage—the meat holds together.

Rodgers urges cooks to salt food early. The bigger the food is, the more salt it needs, and the more time with the salt that it needs. This is uniformly important with meat, but less so with fish; some fish is delicious after it’s been packed in salt (salmon or cod) but some flesh is so delicate the salt can damage it if used too early. And it can even be true of vegetables. Vegetables with large watery cells are enhanced by early salting, such as onions, eggplant, peppers.

Rodgers learned about salt from French mentors for whom salt was not simply a seasoning. To them salt was, she writes, “the thing that keeps you from starving.” Indeed, salt’s role as humankind’s all-purpose preserver of food—allowing for a surplus of food, food that could serve as a basis for an economy, food that could feed crews on ships during extended explorations—makes it one of the most influential substances on earth.

Salt should never be an afterthought.

Salt and your health:

Salt is so critical to our health that we have developed an extraordinary capacity for tasting it—in order to regulate it. When we eat natural foods, that is unprocessed foods or processed foods containing only a few ingredients, we can use as much or as little salt as tastes good to us and do so without health concerns. Salt has become a problem in this country because we rely on heavily processed food (food that comes in boxes and plastic bags), which is infused with salt we don’t necessarily detect, and we can easily consume far more than our body needs.

Some people have problems with high blood pressure and hypertension and must restrict salt intake. But generally speaking, salt is not bad for you. If you eat a lot of processed food, salt might be a problem, along with other health concerns. If you are healthy and eat good food, you should feel free to salt food to levels that taste good.

How to salt food:

There are only a few dictates when using salt. Use kosher salt, which is both economical and available everywhere, or sea salt, or another specialty salt if you wish. Never use iodized salt (iodide deficiency is no longer a problem in this country). Salt early in the cooking process, whether seasoning meat or seasoning a soup. Taste your food continually throughout the cooking and season it appropriately as you go.

Salting meat:

Most meat can be salted as soon as you get it, regardless of when you intend to cook it. Salting meat as early as possible not only allows the salt to distribute itself throughout the meat, it keeps the meat fresher. Salt prohibits the growth of microbes responsible for food’s going bad.

Ironically, you need to be careful about salting creatures that lived in saltwater. Some fish is so delicate salt crystals will “burn” the flesh rather than distribute itself through it (scallops are a good example; they should be seasoned shortly before cooking).

Salting water:

There are two levels of salted water. Heavily salted water is used for boiling green vegetables and anything else that is not going to absorb a lot of the water. Moderately salted water, water that simply tastes seasoned, is used for rehydrating foods, such as pasta, rice, and legumes. See salted water in the glossary for recommended quantities.

Brines:

Brine—salt dispersed throughout a very dense medium—is an extremely effective salt delivery system, infusing food uniformly, predictably, and quickly. A good ratio for a brine is between six and eight ounces of salt per gallon of water; the stronger it is, the faster it works. The water can also be infused with aromatic vegetables, herbs, and spices; the salt helps to carry this flavor into the meat. Food that has been brined benefits from resting outside the brine before it’s cooked so that the salt concentration, heavier at the exterior, equalizes throughout the meat (not dissimilar from allowing meat to rest after it comes out of the oven).

Preserving with salt:

Just about anything can be preserved with salt—meat, fish, vegetables, and fruit—with varying results in terms of quality and culinary uses. Pork is the meat most often preserved because it tastes so good. You can preserve beef tenderloin but why would you? Better to preserve a beef brisket (called corned beef, or, if smoked and spiced, pastrami).

Food can be preserved in dry salt. Bacon, salt cod, and duck breast are items typically cured this way. And it can be cured in a brine—Canadian bacon (pork loin), beef brisket, and vegetables. And some food starts out in a dry cure but releases so much liquid, a brine is created—salmon, cabbage (sauerkraut).

Even a sprinkling of salt, as if you were simply seasoning the food, has curing effects. Meat can be dredged in salt and left to cure. As much as a cup of salt per gallon will make a good curing brine. For natural pickles, that is a pickle that creates its own acid through fermentation, a precise 50 grams of salt per liter of water is perfect (a little less than 2 ounces, about a quarter cup of Morton’s kosher salt, per quart).



All food behaves a little differently in salt. Ultimately you have to pay attention. Taste. Remember. Salt, taste, remember. Learn your own salt levels in cooking. Put a little soup or stock in a bowl and salt it, then compare the salted against the unsalted. Taste an unsalted tomato, then taste it with salt. Teach yourself about the effects of salt.

4. THE EGG

My reverence for the egg borders on religious devotion. It is the perfect food—an inexpensive package, dense with nutrients and exquisitely flavored, that’s both easily and simply prepared but that is also capable of unmatched versatility in the kitchen. Yes, an egg is just an egg, but it is also ingredient, tool, and object, a natural construction of near mystical proportions.

The egg is both nutritious and inexpensive. The egg is delicious served on its own. In combination with other ingredients, it can be even better. It adds flavor and richness to countless preparations, to others, texture and body. The egg is a versatile tool that transforms the consistencies of other ingredients: it can give liquids silkiness, turn oil into a sauce that has the luxurious, dense smoothness of a face cream, make chocolate fluffy and cream molten, turn a batter from liquid into a light solid sponge. It can be used whole or separated; the white and the yolk behave with unique and powerful properties of their own, either raw or cooked, and when cooked, cooked to any number of degrees. Even its shell can be used. And as an aesthetic object, considered for its design, the egg is artful and, except for its propensity to roll off counters, efficient.

Eggs are appropriate to serve at any time of day for any meal. They can be the main item or the garnish, they can be served simply, in rustic preparations, but they are equally suited to four-star cuisine. No other ingredient has so many uses and effects. The egg is a wonder.

Mastering the use of eggs is a worthwhile accomplishment for the aspiring cook and a requirement for the aspiring professional. If you could choose just one ingredient to have absolute expertise in, understanding it, knowing all its uses, being able to intuit its vagaries, the egg would be your best choice: perfecting egg technique elevates your abilities as a cook more than perfecting the use of any other single food item.

The Egg Breakdown

Cooked whole, as is:

Commonly, the egg is cooked whole and as such can be a featured item at breakfast, lunch, dinner, or as a midmorning, midafternoon, or midnight repast. The following are notes on the various applications of heat usefully deployed on whole eggs:



Poached: Poaching in water that’s just barely at a simmer is arguably the best way to cook an egg whole. The temperature is gentle and so keeps the egg tender. (Do we ever pause to consider how lucky it is that it’s the white and not the yolk that sets first? Easy to take for granted, but it would be a different culinary universe if they set at the same time.) The cooking medium doesn’t impart its own flavor, nor does the heat brown the protein and thus introduce new flavors, so the flavor of a poached egg is unadulterated, elegant egg.

An egg white has two different consistencies; part of it is loose, watery, and part is dense, viscous. Crack an egg on a plate and you can see the different textures. When you gently ease an egg into hot water, the loose white congeals into useless shreds, while the dense part of the white congeals appealingly around the yolk. Many cookbooks recommend that the water be acidulated to help prevent the flyaway white from forming; I’ve never been able to see the difference between eggs cooked in vinegar-spiked water and plain water, and the acidic water needs to be rinsed off after cooking, so adding acid to your poaching water is not recommended. Fresh eggs tend to have a greater proportion of the dense white than factory eggs, and this does make a big difference in the size and appearance of your finished poach.

Harold McGee, in noting the egg white disparity, offers this excellent recommendation for making prettier poached eggs (and when done properly, they’re very beautiful to look at, which is part of the fun of cooking and serving them). Crack the egg into a ramekin. Pour the egg from the ramekin into a large perforated spoon and briefly allow the loose white to drain off, then return the egg to the ramekin to proceed with the poaching. This greatly reduces the amount of flyaway white.

Poached eggs should be cooked just until the white is set, and no longer, removed with a slotted spoon, allowed to shed the excess water, and served immediately. Alternatively, they may be moved from the pot to an ice bath until thoroughly chilled and can be easily reheated as needed within a day or so (an excellent strategy when serving numerous people).



Fried: Fried eggs are delicious, in part because the high heat partially browns the egg white, which gives it additional flavors. You can alter the flavor of the egg with the fat you use—olive oil, for instance, or whole or clarified butter, rather than neutral vegetable oil.

Cooking fried eggs can be tricky. When you use a plain steel pan, the cooking surface must be immaculate, you must use plenty of oil, and the pan must be very, very hot—fail in any of these requirements and the egg will stick. Nonstick pans are most convenient and allow you to cook the egg at lower temperatures, and they are more easily flipped for over-easy. To avoid flipping but to ensure that the white is set, the pan can be covered and removed from the heat to finish cooking. A well-seasoned cast iron pan is a good choice for frying eggs.



Hard-cooked: Hard-cooked or hard-boiled eggs have numerous culinary uses, whether as a convenient nutritious snack, chopped and tossed with a yolk-emulsified sauce (aka egg salad), or as garnish. There’s also the clever deviled egg, a technique that cooks the egg, separates the white and yolk, and then puts the egg back together in more tasty and elegant form.

When hard cooking eggs, it’s important to stop their cooking when they are done to prevent the yolk’s turning a drab, sulfur-smelling green. The yolk of a properly hard-cooked egg is a uniform, sunny yellow. To achieve this effect, place the eggs you’re cooking in a single layer in a pan and cover them with about 2 inches of cold water. Bring the water to a boil, remove from the heat, cover the pot, and set a timer for 12 minutes (some books recommend a shorter time, others a longer time—the time can vary depending on the size of the eggs and the number of the eggs, but 12 minutes is a good starting point; observe your eggs and make adjustments accordingly). Remove to an ice bath and chill thoroughly. Some people like to crack the eggs as they go into the ice bath, which facilitates peeling them and may also reduce the chance of the yolk’s discoloring. If you’re going to be peeling them right away, this is advisable.



Baked: Eggs can be baked in two satisfying ways, shirred and coddled. These eggs are served as individual items, not as garnish. To make a shirred egg, crack the egg or eggs into a buttered ramekin and cook over medium-low heat until the bottom is set. Finish the egg in a 350°F oven for a few minutes. Customarily a little cream is poured on top (and perhaps some Parmigiano-Reggiano or whole butter) to enrich the dish and mollify the heat.

While some refer to coddling as boiling eggs in their shell for a couple of minutes, a coddled egg can also refer to an egg cooked in a ramekin or container, covered, in a water bath, like a custard. This can then be seasoned with a flavorful fat such as butter or an excellent olive oil.

One specialized whole-egg preparation should be noted—preserved eggs. Eggs can be preserved with salt and with vinegar. Eggs that have been hard-cooked can be pickled in an acidic liquid. And salt-cured eggs are part of some Asian culinary traditions, of which the “thousand-year-old egg” is an example.

It should be noted that in addition to being great items on their own, eggs cooked whole this way are excellent garnishes. Most are familiar with hard-cooked egg chopped or sliced and served in salad. But a fried egg on a salad is excellent; a poached egg on a salad is a classic French custom. A fried egg on a ham and cheese sandwich can’t be beat. It’s an excellent sandwich ingredient on almost any sandwich, in fact. A whole egg dropped into piping hot soup is almost never a bad idea. A poached egg used as a garnish for steamed asparagus (and a nice beurre blanc) would make an elegant appetizer-sized course or light lunch. When in doubt in the kitchen, look to the egg, it will rarely fail you.

Cooking eggs whole but blended, free-form (scrambled eggs) or structured (omelet):

After the chicken breast, scrambled eggs are probably the most overcooked item in America (followed by the pork chop). Properly scrambled eggs are moist, delicate, glistening; they should even have a liquidy element to them, as if they’ve been lightly sauced.

Begin by combining the eggs completely, whipping with whisk or fork until no clear white can be seen. The egg mixture should be uniform in color and texture.

As a rule, eggs always respond better to gentle heat—high heat makes them rubbery and dry. If you use a nonstick pan, eggs can be scrambled over low heat in butter. The more stirring you do, the finer the curd; curd size is a matter of taste.

If you don’t have a nonstick pan, or a well-seasoned iron pan, you may need to use a higher heat to prevent the egg from sticking and browning; if this is the case, you’ll need to start them on the high heat, shaking the pan and stirring as soon as the eggs are in the pan, and then finish them off the heat, stirring continuously.

For an omelet, eggs are scrambled—continuously stirred—at the outset to achieve fine curd, allowed to set, then rolled from the pan. A seasoned pan or nonstick pan is helpful; using a clean steel pan is a little more tricky, in which case the same rules apply as for scrambled eggs in a steel pan. Omelets should be a uniform bright pale yellow, not browned, very moist, not dry. Omelets can contain cheese or cooked vegetables, though they shouldn’t be overstuffed; when using cooked vegetables, make sure these are very hot so that they may finish cooking the egg after it’s rolled. An omelet can be given a lovely sheen by finishing it with a bit of soft whole butter on top.

A thoroughly whisked egg can also be poached to interesting and tasty effect. Simply add it to barely simmering water until it’s cooked, then strain it, and season with salt, pepper, and butter.

The egg, separated:

Separated, egg whites and yolks are rarely cooked on their own. Whites are sometimes deep-fried into Styrofoam-like chips, and some people eat omelets made with whites only (why anyone would, I’ve yet to fathom). Egg whites, sweetened and whipped to peaks, can top a lemon pie (among numerous other dishes); this meringue is typically colored by being browned briefly in the oven but the egg white is raw.

Raw eggs can be used to great effect, in eggnog, for instance—the liquid is enriched with raw yolk, sweet fluffy meringue is folded in. A raw egg can fortify a milkshake with flavor and nutrition. But raw whites are not delicious on their own. Yolks, on the other hand, are; they’re delicious as a garnish on just about anything. The yolk is like a ready-made sauce—on a hamburger, grilled steak, or raw tartare.

A note about eating raw eggs. Factory chickens, that is battery chickens caged indoors in the tens of thousands in long coops, can be crawling with salmonella and other bugs, so it’s not a good idea to serve these raw or even poached if you need to be careful (if you’re serving the very young or very old). It is always advisable to use organic eggs or eggs from pasture-raised chickens when serving them whole with a runny or raw yolk, or when using a raw yolk, as for a mayonnaise. It’s worth the extra expense from a health standpoint, flavor standpoint, chicken standpoint, and environmental standpoint.

The egg as tool:

Eggs are so gentle and delicate in flavor that they pair beautifully with countless meats, vegetables, and grains. A custard (milk or cream and egg) alone is wonderful, but a custard can also hold other things, as in a quiche Lorraine, bacon and onion suspended in the smooth concoction that sets delicately when gently cooked; other preparations—frittatas, soufflés, egg salad, French toast, not to mention their many uses as a garnish—describe felicitous ways the egg joins other ingredients.

But perhaps the most important topic in the study of the egg is its use as a tool. It can enrich, thicken, emulsify, leaven, clarify, and even color.

Whipped egg can be brushed on pastries and doughs to create deep and appealing golden brown color under heat. Egg whites when added to a cold cloudy stock will, when that stock is heated, form a net that clarifies the stock as it congeals and rises to the surface. Egg shells have routinely been added to stocks being clarified, though most chefs who use them are rarely aware why this may be more than a chef’s myth; in fact, some food science experts believe the alkalinity that shells add to a stock enhances the egg white’s capacity to clarify.

Egg yolks will become thick when whipped over gentle heat, and thicken the liquids that contain them, resulting in such preparations as zabaglione and lemon curd, savory sauces, puddings, and custards to be turned into ice cream.

Another egg yolk technique is called a liaison—cream and yolk are combined and added, typically, to a stew to enrich it (but it has negligible thickening powers).

The most dramatic uses of the egg as a tool, though, and the yolk and the white perhaps vie for supremacy in their separate effects, are to emulsify and to leaven.

The egg yolk’s capacity to turn clear oil into an opaque, solid cream results in some of the most pleasurable sauces known. The yolk is the linchpin of hollandaise, béarnaise, mayonnaise, and aïoli, sauces whose very presence transforms (often upstages) the meat or vegetable it accompanies.

An emulsion happens when oil is mechanically split into infinitesimal orbs that remain separated by continuous sheets of liquid; the lack of movement and the many bonds created make the oil both stiff and opaque. When the orbs break through these sheets and combine into one big mass, collapsing into soup, the sauce is broken. The molecule responsible for keeping these miniscule orbs from coalescing with their brethren is called lecithin, which is half oil soluble and half water soluble; it embeds half of itself into an oil droplet, while the other half remains in the water “phase” of the emulsion, preventing other miniscule orbs from connecting and coalescing and amassing and breaking the sauce.

The result of a properly emulsified sauce is a lesson in the power of texture to convey flavor and pleasure. A good hollandaise, or a fresh mayonnaise, is a thing of beauty. A broken hollandaise is not. A broken mayonnaise cannot be served. The emulsified sauce is first about texture; combined with a great flavor, whether it’s simply lemon juice, or garlic and basil, or tarragon, shallot, and vinegar, the pleasure of an emulsified sauce is unmatched by any other sauce, indeed by most foods period.

Traditionally, clarified butter is used for the emulsified butter sauces, and this does result in a very elegant flavor, but whole butter (itself an emulsion) can be used as well. For a neutrally flavored sauce, mayonnaise, which is seasoned with salt and lemon juice, or a fresh vegetable or canola oil should be used. For aïoli, some olive oil. If you want to make an emulsified vinaigrette that is very stable, an egg yolk can be added. The freshness of the fat is critical—if you use old oil or rancid olive oil, the off flavors become magnified. Always use the freshest best-tasting fat possible. And the fat need not be relegated to one of these three, either. The egg yolk can turn any clear fat into an unctuous pleasure. To an egg yolk mixed with a reduction of minced shallot and wine vinegar, for example, one might whisk in clear warm bacon fat for a bacon-shallot emulsion that can be served atop a poached egg.

The consistency of the emulsified sauce—whether a béarnaise sauce or an aïoli—should be as stiff as mayonnaise. Unless you don’t want it to be that stiff. It can easily be thinned with water or cream. If you fold whipped cream into an emulsified butter sauce it’s referred to as a mousseline.

Egg white’s capacity to contain countless miniature air bubbles (a mirror image perhaps of egg yolk’s capacity to separate oil in countless miniature droplets) allows it to leaven many preparations, whether raw (as with a mousse), or cooked (everything from soufflés, both savory and sweet, to sponge cakes). This egg-as-leavener has even more uses than the yolk does as an emulsifier, and is more widely used.



The eggless kitchen is difficult to imagine. Eggs are everywhere in cooking, in myriad forms. It’s important to acknowledge and understand the powers of the egg. I said above that the egg will rarely fail you; a more complete expression of the same idea is this: you will fail it more often than it fails you, and the more capable you are with the egg, the more capable a cook you will become.

5. HEAT

The ability to control the temperature of food involves a set of kitchen skills and food knowledge that, more than anything else, defines the excellence of the cook. An expertise in temperature control won’t turn poor ingredients into good ones, but it will determine much of what follows once the ingredients are in your house. Only the ability to use salt (see chapter 1) has an impact of a similar magnitude on food.

The notion of temperature control refers not just to cooking food—high temperature sautéeing, low-temperature poaching, et cetera—but also to the temperature at which food is stored, what its temperature is when it begins cooking, the temperature of the vessel into which the food is placed, the temperature at which the food is removed from the heat, how long it sits after cooking, and the temperature at which it’s served. All are critical components of temperature control.

While cooking is the most varied and complex of the subcategories of temperature control, the before and after phases of it are important to acknowledge. Why do we refrigerate food? It’s helpful to think about this question exactly, to know why cold food lasts longer. Some foods and many beverages taste better cold, but most food does not. Almost always the main reason we refrigerate food is because the cold temperature dramatically slows the growth of bacteria that makes food go bad. Why is it better to thaw frozen foods in the refrigerator rather than at room temperature? Because left for hours at room temperature, the exterior of the frozen food will be well above refrigerated temperature while the center is still frozen, a situation that encourages microbial growth; if you thaw food in the refrigerator, all of the food stays below 40°F during the thawing. How critical a health issue is this? Depends on the food and how quickly you need something thawed (to thaw food outside the refrigerator, common restaurant pratice is to thaw it in a container under a thin stream of cold water—water speeds the process but maintains a low temperature). Other foods, such as tomatoes, are compromised by the cold temperatures and should never be put in a refrigerator.

Another critical issue of temperature that doesn’t involve the stove is the temperature of the food when it begins to cook. Meats will cook much more evenly if they don’t go into the oven or pan straight from the fridge and freezing cold; so for whole cuts of meat that don’t require hours and hours of cooking, it’s useful to allow them to temper for a time appropriate to their size. The larger the cut of meat, the more important this tempering phase is; a thin cutlet will cook pretty much the same whether it’s cold or at room temperature. A boned leg of lamb that goes from the refrigerator into the oven will inevitably be overcooked on the outside, and undercooked at the center; you’ll get what’s sometimes referred to as the bulls-eye effect—a pink center surrounded by a gray ring.

In other words, if you don’t treat the meat appropriately prior to cooking it, you doom yourself to imperfection even before you turn on the heat.

At the other end of the spectrum—after the cooking—the way you handle temperature is important to consider. Has the leg of lamb (or the roasted chicken) been allowed to rest so that the temperatures even out and juices distribute themselves within the muscle? Has the green vegetable been shocked in ice water to preserve its fresh flavor and vivid color? Is the plate—on which you’re putting the hot food—cold? Are you serving very hot food on a very hot day? These are all issues of temperature that are important to the ultimate effect of the food, from its healthfulness to its appearance to its flavor to the pleasure of eating it.



The most dramatic control of temperature is in the cooking. In culinary schools and culinary school texts, cooking, the application of heat, is broken down into three categories: dry heat, moist heat, and a combination of the two. This is in effect defining cooking relative to an absolute—the boiling point of water. So another way of describing these categories is “above 212 degrees,” “below 212 degrees,” and a little of both.

The reason for this above-or below-boiling distinction is, first, that food behaves dramatically differently on either side of the divide. Also, the composition of the food determines the type of heat you must use. Foods that are naturally tender and don’t require a long time in the heat to break down tough connective tissue typically benefit from high heat, temperatures at which sugars and proteins brown, adding additional flavor and texture. Tough pieces of meat benefit from a long cooking time and so to avoid overcooking them and drying them out you must cook them in a flavorful liquid. Cooking in a liquid ensures a low even temperature, whether the food is submerged in the liquid or a vessel is placed in a hot water bath. Tender items that don’t need browning can also be cooked in liquid, which is a very gentle form of heat used for delicate items, such as fish and vegetables and eggs. And sometimes we use both temperature zones, first browning tough meat, veal shank for instance, to develop an appealing color and flavor, and then tenderizing it by long slow simmering in liquid.



Dry-heat cooking, cooking at high temperatures, is divided into two subcategories: with fat (deep-frying, pan-frying, sautéeing) and without fat (roasting, grilling, and broiling), but I don’t know that this is a particularly meaningful distinction. What is more important to address is the heat level. Cooking oils will reach about 450°F before they start to smoke and begin to break down and sometimes you want that heat, which will evaporate the surface liquid of food so that sugars and proteins brown and become tasty and crisp. (Remember, if there’s liquid in the pan, if the piece of meat is wet, for instance, the water will cool down the fat and no browning will be possible until it’s evaporated.) You want to roast a chicken in a very hot oven, to ensure a crisp, golden brown skin. But high heat cooking has little tenderizing effect, so only meats that are tender to begin with should be cooked at this temperature. A thick piece of bacon, on the other hand, which requires time to render its fat and to become tender, should be sautéed over much lower heat. If you want to cook vegetables without browning them, a technique often called “sweating,” a low dry-heat temperature is also required. Deep-frying is best done at around 350°F, moderate heat, hot enough to make the outside golden brown and crisp, but not so hot that it will burn the extrerior before the interior is cooked through. So there are many levels of “dry” heat, and which one you choose depends on what needs to happen to the food you’re cooking.

Likewise, roasting and grilling can be done in low, moderate, and high temperatures, choices the cook makes based primarily on how large and how tender the item is that’s being roasted or grilled and what its final internal temperature will be.



Moist-heat cooking means at or well below water’s boiling point. As with dry-heat cooking, there are subcategories that are important to distinguish: deep-poaching, shallow poaching, stewing, steaming, and boiling.

Deep-poaching is a method in which the food being cooked is completely submerged in some kind of stock, often a court bouillon, a quickly made stock flavored with sweet aromatics and acid, and gently cooked. To poach, the water should not be boiling—usually a temperature of around 190°F is optimal—just before the liquid simmers. Salmon is commonly cooked this way, so is beef (as in a pot au feu), whole chickens (poule au pot), and eggs.

Shallow poaching is a technique often used for flat white fish and its main advantage beyond gentle cooking is that the cooking liquid becomes the sauce.

There will be no browning in these methods, which is fine for delicately flavored meats. You could poach a pork tenderloin, for instance, but you wouldn’t, because the meat would be gray and unappetizing and would lack the browning flavors that enhance the mild flavor.

Poaching is performed quickly on tender food. Stewing is in effect long-term poaching. Items that require hours of gentle heat—some tough meats, dried legumes—are stewed in a flavorful liquid until they’re tender. This can be done on the stovetop but it’s most consistently achieved in a low oven, 300°F or less. Chunks of tough veal that have been blanched are sometimes stewed in beef stock to make what is called a blanquette de veau, and tough birds are often stewed. Stewing is a method used for items that are not browned. If the items are browned first, the method is called a braise (in the third category of heat). Also, some chefs distinguish stew from braise by the size the main item is cut into—a pot roast is a braise but if the meat is diced, it becomes a beef stew.

Steaming is a moist-heat method used when you don’t want the cooking medium to affect the flavor of what’s being cooked, such as with vegetables and fish. Steam is hotter than boiling water, but it’s not nearly as dense and so doesn’t cook quite as efficiently as boiling water, but this can be an advantage: it’s much more gentle than boiling water for especially delicate items (dumplings, for instance); it’s excellent for reheating foods; and it will keep food moist without saturating it.

Boiling is used for foods such as vegetables that must be cooked quickly in moist heat (it’s distinguished from poaching by the heat level; again, poaching is done below the boiling point). Boiling, the technique, should almost never be used, with the exception of green vegetables and pasta. Very few food items benefit from the agitation of boiling. Boiling will fray tender food, and in stocks, soups, and sauces it will emulsify impurities into the liquid.



The third form of cooking combines both moist heat and dry heat, and most commonly refers to braising. For tough cuts of meat that benefit from browning, we brown first, then cook them gently in stock until they’re tender, then use the cooking liquid, defatted, as the sauce or the base for the sauce.

Classic braises include beef bourguignonne and osso bucco. Chunks of beef or thick cuts of veal shank are seasoned and floured, then browned in sizzling hot fat till they have a gorgeous aromatic crust. They are then combined with stock, just to cover, brought to a very gentle simmer, and placed in a low oven and cooked till they’re fork tender—that is, the meat gives no resistance to the tines of a fork. The meat is then cooled in the cooking liquid so that it reabsorbs some of that liquid; fat that congeals on the surface is removed and the meat and liquid are reheated.

Vegetables can be braised. A bulb of fennel might be halved, floured, and sautéed to give it an appealing color and additional flavors, then cooked until tender in stock. Fish aren’t usually braised; braising implies tenderizing by low slow heat. But anything browned first, then finished in liquid, such as a sausage that’s finished in sauerkraut or beer, or a chicken breast that’s browned and finished in its sauce, can reasonably be called braised.

Braising is the quintessence of efficient cooking. It requires inexpensive cuts of meat; as the stock cooks it, it enriches the stock, which becomes the sauce, and through the craftsmanship of temperature control—high heat to sear and develop flavor, low heat to tenderize—the inexpensive or common piece of meat is made exquisite.



There are, in addition to dry heat, moist heat, and combination cooking methods, a few specialty forms of cooking.

One of those is poaching in fat, and because fat and flavor are all but one and the same, it’s a favorite method among chefs. Very dense fat, usually a flavorful animal fat, will also cook foods very slowly and gently, but also contribute great flavor to the food being cooked, whether it’s cooked relatively quickly—a white fish such as cod or halibut—or for hour and hours, as with a confit. For confits, meat (usually duck or pork) is first cured for a day with salt and seasoning, then poached in fat until tender, then cooled within that fat. Confit not only results in great flavors and melting textures, it is also a form of preserving the meat—confited meat will keep for months inside the fat. Butter poaching is also a popular form of cooking meat and fish. Fat’s density conducts heat efficiently; the poaching temperature ensures gentle cooking.

Cooking with acid is a popular method for some tender fish, fluke or snapper, for instance. Some fish that can be eaten raw are tossed with an acid, typically lime juice, which in a way cooks the exterior of the fish (the proteins denature and the flesh becomes opaque), and flavors it, a technique called seviche.

Another special cooking method, a new development in cooking, really, relative to, say, cooking over open flames or in an enclosed heated box, is called sous vide, French for under vacuum. Food is sealed in a plastic pouch and cooked in low-temperature water (as low as 130°F) for extended periods, sometimes days. Developed in France for commercial food preparation, it has been embraced by restaurant chefs because it provides new flavors and luxurious textures, and is also an efficient form of cooking and holding foods for service in restaurants. But the method can be used in the home as well. Sous vide techniques can mimic the effects of braising but require less stock, can mimic the effects of confiting but require less fat. Lean tender pieces of fish can remain that way cooked sous vide, and many vegetables and fruits can be cooked well using the unique qualities of cooking under vacuum.

And the last specialty “cooking” method, one of the oldest, uses salt and evaporation instead of heat—it’s called curing. Some ham and sausages and fish never go above room temperature before they hit the plate, and yet are not only safe to eat, but delicious as well. A ham may be salted for several weeks, then hung to dry—the salt and evaporation makes the interior of the meat inhospitable to microbes that would cause spoilage and also changes the flavor and texture; a sausage may be stuffed and hung to dry while a live bacterial culture within feeds on sugars and generates acid that both protects the sausage from harmful microbes and adds an appealing flavor. The nature of fish is such that salmon can be cured in as little as a day when packed in salt, then rinsed and sliced and eaten.



We categorize qualities and intensities of heat in order to think clearly about food and its cooking. Defining heat this way forces us to think about the composition of food. A chicken breast doesn’t have a lot of flavor on its own, so you want to give it as much flavor as possible, first by using high heat (sauté for a golden brown sear, or grill so that it will pick up flavor from the flame and the smoke). A chicken breast is tender to begin with and so high heat is appropriate. For a lamb shank, which is very tough, we need high heat first to create flavor and color and texture, and then we tenderize it with moist (low) heat. This way of thinking about food relative to the form of heat you intend to give it applies at every level of cooking.

6. TOOLS

I’ll assume if you’re reading this that you already have a good amount of kitchen equipment, but I’d like to imagine the kitchen as a white box with nothing more than a stove, fridge, countertop, and sink—not a single other element used for cooking in it—and then to pose a hypothetical question: if you were asked to outfit the kitchen with as few items as possible, the absolute minimum you could possibly get away with and still be able to cook most things, what would those items be? Answer this well and you’ve discovered the tools that can be considered the true fundamental cooking tools; and it logically follows that here is where you should put your money and buy the very best quality, forgoing all manner of gadgetry and convenience-making appliances.

And by minimally outfitted, I’m not talking twenty or thirty items or even ten. I’m talking count-them-on-one-hand.

I could outfit a kitchen—a hot kitchen, not a pastry kitchen, because baking requires a broader range of fundamental tools—with five items and do virtually anything I needed. The output would be limited, but on the other hand, there’s nothing I wouldn’t be able to improvise on (I wouldn’t be able to make waffles given my list, for example, but I would be able to make a similar batter preparation if that’s what the day called for).

The five items are these, in order of importance, but really, take any one away and you are all but out of commission as a cook.


	Chef’s knife

	Large cutting board

	Large sauté pan

	Flat-edged wood spoon

	Large nonreactive heatproof bowl (ideally Pyrex)



Put this hypothetical question to any chef, how to outfit a kitchen with five items or fewer, and their list is going to look pretty much the same.

What does this mean? It means that if you have these items, but they are cheap, flimsy, or compromised in any way, you are crippled. Therefore, these are the items you must have in your kitchen and it only follows that you should be sure to have chosen the best quality of each that you can afford. You don’t need a seven-piece set of second-tier pans, you need two really good ones.

What I intend to do here is to describe these essentials in terms of the three categories represented by the list above—cutlery, cookware, and utensils—and then broaden out from recommended essential tools for your kitchen to the increasingly less essential tools.

Cutlery

A cook needs two knives made of high-carbon, stainless steel, a chef’s knife—a long, broad all-purpose knife, usually about 1¾ inches wide and 8 to 12 inches long—and a paring knife. All other knives are nonessentials. That’s not to say other knives don’t have their uses, only that a cook should be able to perform all kitchen tasks with a big knife and a little one. A boning knife, a slicing knife with a flexible blade, a serrated knife, these can make various tasks easier, but again, they are not essential. Because a chef’s knife and a paring knife are essential, you should own the very best you can afford and you should keep them, as M.F.K. Fisher would say, “sharp as lightning.” Therefore, own and know how to use a steel as well, that long bar at the end of a handle that usually comes in the center of your fancy seven-piece deluxe set. This thing does not sharpen a knife; if you drag your knife’s edge along it at the proper angle (about 20 degrees), it will straighten and align the microscopic teeth that form a sharp blade. It takes some practice, so do it slowly at first till you feel comfortable. Have your knives professionally sharpened once or even twice a year.

Choose additional knives according to what you do most. A serrated knife is really the only knife you should cut bread with, so a serrated knife can be important. If you fillet a lot of fish, a knife with a thin flexible blade comes in handy. A tournée knife, which has an inverse curve to facilitate controlled cuts, is helpful for shaping vegetables. Utility knives come in various shapes and sizes—some will feel more comfortable and useful to you than others. Determine your knife needs beyond the chef’s and paring knives according to what and how you cook. But spend your money on the essentials—there’s no good reason to buy a whole set of fancy expensive knives. Those sets are a marketing ploy by knife manufacturers designed to get you to buy more knives than you need.

In addition to knives, you need to have something to cut on: a large wood or hard-rubber cutting board, the bigger and heavier, the better. Under no circumstances use a cutting board that is harder than the edge of your knife, such as, say, an extra piece of your new granite countertop, or even very hard plastic (astonishingly, these are widely available). Wood is the preferred material for its all-round utility, appearance, and feel. Keep your board clean with very hot water and soap and allow it to dry completely and you won’t have a problem with bacteria; some people worry about this, and if you are among them, keep a small container of bleach under the sink (manufacturers suggest a ratio of about one ounce bleach to four cups water, mixed fresh each time) and wipe your board down with a solution to ensure that it’s sterile after cutting your chicken. Additional cutting boards of varying sizes are convenient, but not essential.

Cookware

The essential pots and pans:

Two heavy-gauge, stainless steel sauté pans, one large, one small, with metal handles. A large, heavy-gauge stainless steel pot that holds between 6 and 8 quarts, and a small one that holds between 1½ and 2 quarts. These should have lids and no plastic parts so that they can be used in the oven.

The heavier the gauge, the more even the heat and, just as important, the less heat you’ll lose when you put cold food into it. A cheap pan will lose a lot of heat, so the cold food will stick and not brown properly. It’s really hard to sauté well in a cheap pan. Your heavy-gauge steel pans should be your default pans. You should not reach for a nonstick pan first (I’ll get to this in a moment), rather you should learn to heat your steel pan properly. Buy professional quality pans, which are widely available. Do not buy pans with plastic handles or handles of any material that can’t get really hot; as often as not, you’ll want to put your sauté pan in a hot oven.

That’s it for pots and pans, those four are all you need forever.

Optional pots and pans:

There is of course a seemingly infinite variety of pots and pans, all kinds of shapes and sizes, and if you do a lot of cooking and need to have a lot of items on the stovetop, you’re going to make use of this variety. If you have the four essential pots and pans, you don’t need them, but they come in handy, such as a small saucepan for cooking or finishing very small quantities. A medium sauté pan gives you more options depending on what you’re cooking—you don’t want to cook small items in a large sauté pan. A sautoir is a shallow pan with straight sides and a lid and has many uses, from sautéing to braising. A sauteuse is the name for what we think of as a traditional sauté pan, one with sloping sides.

Special pots and pans:

Cast iron pans are highly recommended. These are outstanding if you maintain them properly (and maintaining them properly basically means never washing them with soap). They’re inexpensive, heavy, will keep a virtually nonstick surface, and can take a serious beating (or even give one!).

Cast iron enamel is also highly recommended, an excellent cooking material and the best choice for many forms of cooking, especially braising. They are very heavy and so stay hot. Their surface allows browning but is virtually nonstick. They can be used on top of or in the oven. And they’re attractive. A cast iron enamel Dutch oven—pot and lid—is likewise highly recommended and has many uses.

Nonstick pans: buy a very good one and treat it like royalty. There are few cooking tools more useless than a cheap nonstick pan. Furthermore, they tend to scratch easily, and once they’re scratched, they aren’t nonstick anymore, they’re simply cheap. Avoid inexpensive nonstick pans and the people who sell them. Indeed, be wary of all nonstick pans. Even the best should be limited to special uses. When you do need a nonstick pan, you want a good one that has been well maintained. The problem with even the best nonstick pans is that they make it difficult to develop a fond on your food or in your pan, that very tasty browning of proteins.

Nonstick pans should be used not simply when you don’t want something to stick (you almost never want food to stick to a cooking surface, but this does not mean you should always use a nonstick pan), but rather when you need to cook something gently; at gentle temperatures, some foods stick in a steel pan. If you want to cook eggs gently, for instance, you need a nonstick pan. Delicate fish in a really hot pan may not stick, but it may overcook; delicate fish in a medium hot steel pan may cook perfectly, but it may also stick, so for this, you choose a nonstick pan.

A very large pot for making big quantities of stock is valuable for those who make stock often.

Copper pots and pans can be good cooking vessels, but they are expensive and require diligent cleaning to maintain their luster.

Steamer inserts can come in handy. Don’t buy a double boiler—mixing bowls set over pots of simmering water work just as well. Special cookware devices can be fun but aren’t necessary. A wok is a good cooking device. A tagine can be used with good effects (but use the earthenware kind, not the steel imitations).

Additional cookware in a properly outfitted kitchen:

At least one heavy-gauge sheet pan or baking sheet. The heavy gauge will ensure even cooking; the flimsy sheet pans tend to burn food. (Avoid putting a hot sheet pan under cold water to ensure that your sheet maintains a flat surface.)

A good roasting pan comes in handy but a good sheet pan accomplishes most of the same things.

A well-stocked kitchen should have a couple sizes of baking dishes and mixing bowls. Pyrex is an excellent material for these, though not essential.

All other cookware decisions—a marmite, a jelly roll pan, pie plate, bread pan—need to be made by the cook.

Utensils

Beside the stove:

Wood spoons, sturdy tongs, a perforated spoon, a solid spoon, a 2-ounce and a 4-or 8-ounce ladle, a sauce whip and a balloon whip, a nonstick spatula, a metal spatula, a small offset spatula, a fine mesh strainer, a small container of tasting spoons, a pepper mill that grinds finely. And something to grab hot things with. Home cooks typically use pot holders for this, but these thick square mats can feel awkward to me. There’s a reason chefs don’t use pot holders. Chefs use side towels. I recommend finding high-quality side towels for the home kitchen because of their versatility and ease of use. They can also be tucked into a belt so that they’re always with you.

In your drawers and on the shelves:

A digital instant read thermometer, digital scale, digital timer, metal measuring spoons (buy a good set, not a cheap one), measuring cups (both Pyrex liquid measures and dry measures), a rolling pin, a pastry brush, rubber spatula, a vegetable peeler, a set of ramekins (for cooking in and for mise en place), a Microplane grater, a waiter’s corkscrew (sometimes referred to as a wine key), a grater, plastic storage containers.

Other items that are not strictly necessary but can come in handy and are recommended: a ricer or food mill, Benriner mandoline, mortar and pestle, garlic press, and meat pounder.

Recommended appliances:

A standing mixer, food processor, standing blender, hand blender, coffee mill for grinding spices, microwave oven.

Unnecessary tools, or tools no self-respecting chef would be caught dead with:

As a rule, any tool that has only one use should be avoided: examples include the shrimp deveiner, cherry pitter, hand crank fruit peeler, special slicers for butter, eggs, avocado, mango, et cetera. Also be wary of buying sets of anything; figure what you need, and buy that.



A well-outfitted kitchen is defined by its efficiency and by the quality of those tools that make it efficient. The fanciest kitchens with the most beautiful pots, pans, and appliances I’ve found to be the least used kitchens and therefore the worst kitchens. I hope the kitchen as status symbol is a short-lived phenomenon.

7. SOURCES AND ACKNOWLEDGMENTS: (FIFTEEN GOOD BOOKS ABOUT FOOD AND COOKING)

Much of the information in this book is a direct result of learning to cook at the CIA and continuing to cook and to hang out in kitchens, simply keeping my net in the water and then writing books about food and cooking later. Most of it is common knowledge to professional cooks and chefs, though many of the opinions and nuances of phrasing are endlessly debatable.

But there were a few books without which I couldn’t have written this one, or without which this book would be direly incomplete. What follows is a list of the fifteen books that were literally by my side as I wrote, a description of them, and the reasons why I continue to find them such valuable resources in a world flooded with good books about food and cooking (see bibliography, page 245). I include the list here among the essays, rather than as an appendix, because it’s not only important to describe and credit sources, but because there’s much to be learned from my personal list, which is by no means complete or definitive. It’s eccentric, and in that eccentricity the good cook might take something useful away from a discussion of what I believe are the basic texts, just as I learn from the eccentricities of others, rather than from the conventional choices and beliefs.

Of the fifteen books stacked and scattered on the desk and the floor to my left, two books were invaluable, the ones I relied on with the most frequency. They were by far the most influential in terms of my completing this book, and without them it would be considerably diminished: The CIA’s The Professional Chef and Harold McGee’s revised and updated On Food and Cooking: The Science and Lore of the Kitchen (2004).

I’ll begin with McGee’s book because it’s the most important book about food and cooking ever written, probably in any language, probably that ever will be, at least in my lifetime. It’s difficult to imagine a book that could surpass it.

From a purely informational standpoint, On Food and Cooking has both astonishing breadth and depth. McGee, who was born in 1951 in a Chicago suburb and now lives in Palo Alto, California, describes virtually the whole of the food world, beginning with milk and dairy products, continuing on with eggs, meat, fish, shellfish, edible plants (fruits and vegetables) and plants we use for flavor (herbs, spices, and those for beverages), seeds, two major branches of food preparations—doughs/batters and sauces—then on to sugars and sweets, alcohols, cooking materials and methods, and concluding with a primer in basic chemistry and the fundamental makeup of food. The book is neither perfect nor complete (no book could be), but the authority McGee brings to both the big topics and the most minor details is unparalleled, and the clarity of his prose makes it accessible to all.

Harold McGee was the first writer to tackle questions of food science for the nonscientist. He is the forefather of a whole genre of food-science writing, and remains the ultimate word on all things relating to the reason food behaves as it does. At food conferences he passes through the crowd like the town rabbi.

Much of his influence comes not from his work in the library stacks but from his work as an original and compelling writer—he has a distinctive literary voice and he brings extraordinary balance and wisdom to his work, qualities that allow him to put this wealth of information into perspective. He has degrees in science from California Institute of Technology and in literature from Yale, and he brings both disciplines to bear on his work. In addition to the facts about cream, for instance, percentages of fat, how the fat is dispersed in globules far larger than those in milk, pasteurization temperatures, and the like, there is also this: “We value cream above all for its feel. Creaminess is a remarkable consistency, perfectly balanced between solidity and fluidity, between persistence and evanescence. It’s substantial, yet smooth and seamless. It lingers in the mouth, yet offers no resistance to teeth or tongue, nor becomes mealy or greasy.” Sound like a scientist? Poet-scientist, more like. And all this aside, I know him to be a man of great personal generosity and kindness.

In this book few texts other than McGee’s are directly cited because so much of what he’s done is original. “See McGee” appears numerous times, referring you to this book for complete and detailed information on chemical reactions and diagrams. I also note when I used information from his book that I could find nowhere else as easily—the melting point of collagen in red meat, say—or simply used information that was interesting, such as the fact that a covered pot in a hot oven is about 20°F hotter than an uncovered pot. I’ve always observed that liquid in a covered pot was hotter, but I’d never gone to the trouble to measure the difference. McGee did. McGee’s gone to a lot of trouble. His book is a treasure trove of such details, and I’ve strived to make clear when and where I’ve relied on his work alone.



The second of the two books I relied on most heavily for reference is The Professional Chef, created by a fleet of chefs, writers, and photographers at the Culinary Institute of America, the country’s most influential culinary school, who have amassed, organized, and put into perspective decades of culinary expertise. Part of my affection for this book, or this series of them—I own the fifth (1991), seventh (2002), and eighth (2006) editions, which have shown successive growth, the eighth being longer by 25 percent, at more than 1,200 pages, than the fifth—is that the fifth edition was my first cooking text, my guide through the basics at that school. (I was a journalist there, not a cook, but I did learn to cook, and I was awarded an honorary degree in 2006; so while I’m not affiliated with the institution, I remain very much a part of it.)

I continue to refer to The Pro Chef for information about the fundamental preparations and methods upon which all cooking is based, and recommend it to all students of cooking, both vocational and avocational. This is precisely why I find it so valuable. It’s all about the fundamentals of cooking, from mise en place, to stocks to sauces to soups, to various forms of protein and vegetable cookery, baking, and pastry. If I want to check the specifics of the foaming method or the ratio for pâte à choux, this is the book I turn to first.
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