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LEARNING TO COOK

 

Learning to cook requires a few basic skills that most people have but seldom utilize.  Recipes are not written in stone and descended from above.  They are guidelines written by people who want to pass on their knowledge.  No matter whom the author is he or she cannot help but presume the cook will bring some skills into the kitchen. All too often that is not the case.  So here are some guidelines to success. You need to know how to think, read, look, listen, smell and season.  

 

THINKING

It is necessary for the cook to think about what they are going to do.  You need to determine what is important and what is not.  This means that when you read the recipe you actually understand what is written and that you know what the words mean.  As an example when the recipe indicates simmer, it means you bring the liquid to a boil and lower the heat to cook gently until done.  Do not rely on the markings on the knob on your stove those markings mean nothing.  The burners are different sizes but the knobs are all the same.  Never look at the knob, look at the food.  Many writers overwrite recipes in a desire to answer every question you might have and end up making the recipe seem impossibly difficult.  Thinking as you read, you may well find a few quick highlighting can accent the most important points.  But do be careful not to do this too hastily.

 

READING

“‘Read the recipe” is one of my numerous mantras.  Do not just look at the words--actually read them and understand what the instructions are.  I greatly liked the format used by Gourmet Magazine originally.  The recipes were written as paragraphs with the ingredients embedded in the paragraph.  So you would read, “In a 10 inch skillet, heat enough oil to film the bottom of the pan and sauté ½ cup of minced onion and 1 clove of minced garlic until soft but not brown”.  This method forced you to read the recipe at least three times.  The first time you read the recipe to see if you wanted to prepare it.  Then you were required reread the recipe to make your shopping list and at least once more to cook the recipe.  That meant that you had learned what was involved and when you needed to do certain steps.  Currently most writers put the ingredients as a separate list at the top of the recipe and then the procedure is written below.  The problem is that people read the ingredient list and make a decision based on that, make a shopping list and then start to cook.  Too many people put the skillet on the stove and add the oil only to realize that the onion and garlic need to be minced.  So the oil gets too hot while they are trying to do the prep work.  

 

THINKING

Once you have read the recipe think about what you are being told to do.  This week I had a student who was moving in that direction as I kept pointing to one ingredient -- ground almonds.  Since the recipe was being prepared in a processor she wanted to start putting the ingredients into the machine, which would have meant that  when it came to grinding the almonds she would have had to empty processor, clean it, chop the almonds and then start the recipe.  First you need to measure out all of the ingredients and prepare them as indicated and most importantly in the order listed.  If you start to select the ingredients at random you will end up making mistakes.  You need to mince the onions, measure the wine, dice the beef or whatever else has to be done, before you even look at the stove.  Professionals do the prep work so they can produce your dinner in “short order”. You would be wise to follow their example. 

 
LOOKING

Look at the food. Forget the knobs on the stove, remember they have no meaning.  If you have a gas stove you can check the height of the flame, if it is an electric stove you may have to move the pan to another burner should it get too hot instead of lowering the heat and waiting.   But you must look at the food.  Sautéed food should sizzle in the pan and be cooked until done.  If the recipe says 3 minutes, that has no meaning unless you have turned on the heat and preheated the pan.  If you are afraid of burning the food and you cook at a very low temperature the time will necessarily be extended.  So look at the food to see if it is doing what it should be doing.  Learn the vocabulary. Read the glossary. Boiling means that the liquid should be at a full rapid boil with big bubbles.  Poaching on the other hand is a gentle movement on the surface of the liquid.  The French say the liquid smiles.  

 

LISTEN           

Professional cooks listen all the time.  They can hear the nuts in the processor go from a loud noise to a gentle shushing as they become finer.  They hear the pasta water boiling without looking into the pot; they are sensitive to the sizzle of foods in the skillet.

 

SMELL

When you are baking the aroma will become prominent when the product is almost done.  Never mind what the recipe says, check it then.  You are cooking with different equipment from the author perhaps her oven was better, or not as good, as yours.  Time is only a guideline in a recipe.  You cannot rely on it alone.  You may need a thermometer or a skewer to check to see if it is done. 

 

SEASON

This is the bête noire of cooking teachers as well as potential cooks.  Adding salt to taste is not adding too much salt.  No one wants too much salt, except the packaged food industry.  But you need to add some salt.  Stir the food, taste it and then add some salt as needed.  Taste again and if more seasoning is required repeat the stirring and tasting until the flavor is right.  If you are seasoning a soup or other liquid and you are not sure if more would be good or bad, place some soup in a spoon add a few grains to the spoon to determine if a little more will take the dish from dull to wonderful.  Adding a bucketful of pepper does not help. Yes there is such a thing as too much garlic. Often you will know it when you walk into the house.  Most importantly remember you are not seasoning your dish but rather for 4 to 6 or more servings.  Lemon is not a salt substitute, just changes the flavor of the dish--sometimes positively, sometimes not.

 

 

 

