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SOAP AND WATER 

Wash your hands in hot soapy water, then wash the knives and other utensils in hot soapy water, rinse and dry.  Set aside. Wash the cutting board in hot soapy water and rinse and dry.  Simple.  It is called cleanliness, puts you next to God, if you like, and it makes every one happy.  When do you do this? Wash your hands, before you start to cook. And, every time you run your hands through your hair!!!   Wash the knives and boards after you change an ingredient.  So if you are cutting fish, you wash everything, if you move on to meat, you wash everything. If you move on to vegetables, you wash everything.  Fortunately, you do not need to wash between the garlic and onions. This is so elemental; I wonder why it needs mentioning.    But, watching students cook over the last year, I realized that there are food basics that students have never learned or for some reason think the rules do not apply to them.


More people have been asking about sanitation than in the past. But as so often occurs, they get caught in the sound byte.   I suspect this goes back to the cutting board issue. About a dozen years ago, boards of health decided that plastic cutting boards (without any scientific evidence) were safer than wood because they could be put into the dishwasher.  Therefore, they dictated that all commercial services must change to plastic boards--a great boon for the plastics industry.  

A few years later a group at the University of Wisconsin tested the theory.  They learned that wooden boards often harbored GOOD bacteria that were beneficial in the short term; say 12 hours, where the plastic was better in the long term, say after 12 hours.  Why? Because the bacteria survived in those minute little nicks and chomped on the bad boys. The plastic boards did not have that ability but they did not develop bacteria later.  In the end the best defense was, and is, soap and water. 

Then someone (why do I think it was a marketing person?) decided that you ought to have several cutting boards, preferably in colors, so that you would use the red for red meats, green for vegetables, yellow for chicken?  The color of the board was not going to create greater safety, but I suspect many families had arguments over which board was for which food.  Soap and hot water works very nicely.  Only one board need apply.


I still use wooden boards and on occasion plain white plastic boards.  My view is that you need a sturdy heavy warp-free board for safety’s sake.  Those throw-out plastic sheets and flimsy warped plastic boards are unstable surfaces and can cause knives to slip and cut you.  Not only not fun, but also potentially seriously dangerous.  Yes, occasionally I wash the boards with a weak bleach solution. 

I consider it simple laziness to say it will all end up the in the same dish, so why bother to wash between the meat and fish?  It is just sensible to go for safety first.  The meats and fish can carry bacteria that, allowed to develop in a warm room, can cause tummy upsets or more serious problems.   

The concern is cross-contamination and safety is always the better route, but this can get out of hand and become somewhat absurd.  The next time you are getting a sandwich, or fresh food in the meat or fish department.  Watch the employee grab the gloves with his or her bare hands and don them with élan—after picking them up the by the fingers.  Any contamination is now on the outside of the glove.  So why bother?  A nearby sink and washing in between would make much more sense.

We need some sanity in sanitation and a great deal of common sense. I would not be surprised if the food preparers in some homes are not donning gloves to prepare dinner because they are concerned about contamination.  Get over it, please. Just use soap and water.  Hot water. And I mean hot water, because so many students use cool if not cold water. The heat helps.

