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KNIFE SKILLS


In any new class one of the first questions is what kind of knives do I use.  Most of the knives are Wusthof, a few Henckels and a Chef’s Choice.  In Maine, I have inherited old knives that include a Gerber and an unknown discount store special, I expect.  In a recent article in Cook’s Illustrated Victorinox, made by the Swiss Army people was rated the best buy.  In other words, there are a lot of fine brands out there.  Select one that works for you and do not worry about the television chefs. When you get your own program on the food channel you can consider ceramic blades,. (Drop that once on your exquisite tile floor and you are in the market for a new $100 plus knife.) or, the latest Japanese import.  Unless you are planning to cut up tin cans.  

You want a knife blade made of high-carbon stainless steel.  The handle can be made of plastic and in theory go in the dishwasher (You really do not want to do that.) or, wood, never put those in the dishwasher.  Avoid carbon steel knifes such as some Sabatier knives. Although they sharpen easily, they dull just as easily, and interact with foods to cause browning and staining and they can rust.  Avoid stainless knives with a low carbon content, because they will be sharp as can be for a few months and then become very dull. You cannot hone them on a steel and they are hard to sharpen.  How do you know the carbon level? Ask, and read the label.  

All good knives are expensive, although it is possible to find buys.  Generally you are looking at real money..  I believe Wusthof and Henckel are the same quality, except the Wusthof is almost always less expensive.  Victorinox is less expensive than either one by quite an amount.  At this time a paring knife is in the 30 to 45 dollar range.  A quick web search came up with $12.50 for a Victorinox. An  8 inch chef‘s knife will cost about 65 to 90 dollars depending on where you bought it sales, promotions etc.  

Note:  Seriously reconsider buying  a set in a wooden block or other container  The block is too big for the kitchen counter and is always in the way and the set includes 2 knives you use all the time, if you are lucky and several others that you always end up grabbing first and rejecting.  

WHAT KNIVES TO BUY

Any good cook needs two knives:  a 3 to 4 inch paring knife and a 6 to 8 inch chef’s knife.  They will allow you to prepare almost anything.  These knives should be the best you can afford, but not necessarily the most expensive sold.  All the other knives, with one exception, are extras. You may use them occasionally, but unless you are doing some pretty fancy work, truly unnecessary.  Are you really going to bone legs of lamb that often, if ever?  A paring knife can do a fine job there.  A filleting knife for your catch of the day may seem interesting, but truly how often do you catch a fish?  

The third, must-have knife is a serrated bread knife.  For the bread knife, cheap is the way to go.  Look for an inexpensive serrated blade with broad serrations.  The blades with lots of fine serrations do not work as well.  If you really like the knife go back and buy several.  About 5 or 6 years ago I bought a Chinese manufactured serrated blade with a brown wooden handle for $3.95 and it has done perfect service until the last few months.  It has finally gotten dull.  Serrated knives are almost impossible to sharpen even by a professional, so plan to replace the dull knife as necessary. I have been looking for the perfect replacement.  I found a Farberware blade that works well, but the blade is thick and stiff so although it cuts bread well it is awkward.  It also cost $18. which is far less than the Wusthof and Henckel versions at $100. 

HOW TO SHARPEN YOUR KNIVES

One of the more common comments in a class is the remark: “Oh he can do that because his knives are sharp.”  That is like saying, “Yes his car runs because he puts in gasoline.”  Of course they are sharp, I like my hands and wish to keep them.  A sharp knife not only makes cutting easier, it makes it safer.  A dull knife requires more force and allows a greater chance for accidents to occur. Keeping your knives sharp is as important as brushing your teeth.  If you do not do it, you will pay in the end.   

If you looked at a newly sharpened knife blade under a microscope you would see burrs along the edge all standing at attention.  With use, they get bent out of shape and need to be realigned.  Hence the steel, a few strokes at a 20 degree angle and they stand at attention again.  After heavy use those burrs break off and the knife needs to be resharpened.  

To sharpen the knife it has to be ground on a stone, preferably by a professional.  For the last dozen years I have been bringing my knives to MillMark Products in Ellsworth, Maine.  They sharpen saw blades for the lumber industry and other heavy-duty tools.  Throughout the year I hone them on the steel.  You can take your knives to any knife sharpener, check the yellow pages, or ask at your local hardware store where they mayl sharpen knives.  Many kitchen shops either offer the service, or can recommend someone. 

DO IT YOUR SELF KNIFE SHARPENERS

Most home knife sharpening kits do more damage than good.  The various hand held sharpeners that you find in stores most often gouge out considerable quantities of metal and create jagged edges that can cause most unpleasant cuts. The exception is the Chef’s Choice knife sharpening machine – if you have the right knives.  The problem with this and many other sharpeners is that they do not allow for the bolster.  The bolster is the thickened edge of the knife blade closest to the handle.  A thickened smoothed edge provides for comfortable use.  The Chef’s Choice brand knife blade has a short bolster 

and you can start the blade on the outside of the sharpener and draw the whole blade easily through the machine.  But, if you have other brands the bolster often is the full width of the blade and will not fit through the opening of the sharpener.  This means that you start the sharpening after the bolster and  over time, you develop a hollow in the blade that prevents it from coming in contact with the cutting board and cutting the food.  I have done this to several knives.  That is why I use a professional knife sharpener.  

TO HONE A KNIFE

Ok. You bought the set and it came with a steel.  That is the long rod with the striations down the length.  You watch the TV guys stroke the blade against the steel and they look cool.  Yes, well they are paid to do so and they have an army of staff to keep their knives sharp.  A steel does not sharpen a knife it hones it. If I had my way, I would never let you near a steel.  You do not know how to use it and you cause more damage than good. Used incorrectly nothing dulls a knife as quickly except perhaps a granite counter.

Since you will not listen to me and insist on honing the knife yourself, here is a way to do it efficiently.

To use a steel properly the blade must be at a 20 degree angle.  A method of working out that angle is to take a small sheet of paper, draw a long line horizontally and then draw line from the top of the paper down to the line.  It should look like an upside down letter T creating a 90-degree angle.  Now draw a line from the center of the angle dividing the area in half to create a 45-degree angle.  Now draw a line between the bottom line and the 45 degree mark at the halfway point.  That will give you a 22.5-degree angle, not very big of an angle is it?  It is close enough to 20 degrees however.  Now, place the steel flat on a cutting board with the bolster over the edge with the handle to your left and the steel flat on the board.  Hold your drawing up behind the steel and with your right hand hold the knife to be sharpened at the 22.5-degree angle.  See how flat that is?  Starting with the heel of the knive at the top end of the steel, stroke in a sweeping motion towards the bolster/handle drawing the blade from the heel to the tip.  Repeat 5 or 6 times, turn the knife blade over repeat on the left side of the knife blade, this time drawing it from bolster/handle edge of the steel toward the tip.  If you are left handed, do what you usually do, adjust.

