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TASTE, TASTE, TASTE

 
One of the most difficult cooking principles I have is teaching students to taste.  Students somehow think that if they just follow the recipe it will all come out alright.  Not true.  Cooking is tasting.  A minor adjustment to seasoning can turn an edible dish into a wonderful dish.  Or a bland dish into one that delights.  Of course it is not only students but also cooks and chefs who do not check their food before they serve it.  The point is that you may not measure properly or that the author of the recipe made a mistake.  You need to taste the food.

 

Last weekend in Vermont I went to a restaurant that has a lot of potential to be a truly fine restaurant, but as I explained to the waitress the chef did not know how to cook a carrot.  The phrase he adheres to is crisp tender where I would prefer tender crisp.  In this case, the chicken soup had tiny carrot balls-- someone had spent hours carving those little devils-- but they were not cooked so they crunched as I ate the soup.  The main course also had carrots with a maple glaze, except the glaze was some tasteless foam and the carrots (roll cut, again time consuming to prepare) were once again warm but not cooked.  If he had just tasted them he would have known they needed to be cooked.

 

When I was very young I went to a restaurant on my own and ordered the lobster Newburg.  The chef instead of adding a hint of sherry put in way too much, it was all one could taste.  I knew that a fourteen year old boy would get nowhere complaining.  My allowance had gone at that meal and it was so disappointing.

 

Students I find seem to think that seasoning to taste means over seasoning.  The most popular seasoning is salt.  No, not too much salt, but enough to bring out the flavor of the food.  We have and are conditioned to think of salt as the evil ingredient.  I point out to students first, that they are not cooking for themselves, but for four to six or more people.  Three grains of salt does nothing.  Also as with so many cooks, I use Diamond Crystal Kosher salt which is half as salty as fine table salt.  So they need to add some salt, taste, add some more and taste again.  If they are concerned about over salting, I recommend that they put some of the food in a spoon and sprinkle on some more salt to see if that does the trick.  These are often the same people who say that there is no such thing as too much garlic.  Want to bet?  

 

In a recent class a student made a mushroom soup and it tasted flat and uninteresting.  She said that she did not want to kill people by adding too much salt.  Apparently boring them to death is allowed.  All too often a tiny amount can make a huge difference.  When preparing a cream soup a hint of sherry can bring the dish to life.  But it is a hint.  I tell students to use half the amount indicated and taste then add more bit by bit until you just sense the sherry at the back of the mouth.  If you actually taste the sherry they have gone too far.  The same suggestion applies to adding salt.  I do not advocate too much of any ingredient.  The point is to taste and balance the ingredients to create the best dish you can.
   
