USING YOUR KNIVES

Now that you have learned which knives to buy and how to maintain them, let me give you some advice on using the knives.  These initial instructions refer to the chef’s knife other knives are handled differently depending on the use. These instructions are written for people who are right-handed, those of you who are left-handed usually adjust to meet your needs.  Forget left-handed knives, those are a marketing gimmick at best.  Unless you have knives with molded handles to fit a particular grip, all knives work just as well for verso and recto.

Because the knife has a handle people assume they should grip that securely and proceed.  If you do that you create a dangerous situation.  You should grasp the knife just above the bolster, where the blade and handle attach and wrap your fingers around the outside edge of the knife with your thumb on the inside of the knife.  Try to avoid putting your index finger along the top, or back edge, of the blade.  After a short time that will become uncomfortable and can cause pain.  To test if you have a good grip on the knife place the point of the blade on the board and bring the knife down following the slight curve of the blade.  Your hand should stop when the back of the blade hits the board.  If the front edge pops up, move your hand forward on the blade toward the tip and try again.  If your knuckles hit the board, you should move your hand further up on the blade.  This hold will give you greater control of the blade, prevent you from “popping” the blade up from the board and allow you to use less tension when cutting.  

When you are using a chef’s knife do most of the cutting on the back third of the blade.  Avoid trying to do everything at the tip of the blade because you will lose control. 

Understand that you are supposed to be cutting, (read slicing) through the food.  I have watched many students try to  push the knife straight down when they should be working with a forward slice, starting near the front of the knife with the back end elevated and as you slice forward the back should cut down and through the food and end up flat on the board.  The curve of the blade makes the cutting easier and provides for a smooth slicing rhythm.  It also allows the blade to slice through the food efficiently as opposed to trying to press the knife through it.  Once the blade has started the slice, it will stay in the groove you have created, pushing can cause a wobble and slippage that can lead to cuts.

The left  hand t holds the food steady while you are “slicing” through it.  To do it with the greatest safety it is important to learn to crimp the fingers so that the tips are towards the palm and the knuckles present a smooth wall.  Leo White, my mentor, spent about 4 years telling me: “Terence put your fingers right.”  Do not get frustrated if you cannot do this immediately, it does take practice.  Every time you start to work with the knife remind yourself to crimp your fingers and as you continue to work, remember to check to see that your fingers are in the right position.  Seth Block, a bright young man who took a couple of courses this spring did this quite well.  When I mentioned it he pointed out that he had been playing the saxophone for some years, culminating with a solo performance with the Brown Symphony Orchestra.  So if you cannot do it while using a knife, perhaps taking up the saxophone will help.  

I often hear comments that I use the knife without looking.  After 50 years of slicing, I have had a little practice.  I not only do not suggest that you imitate me, but also that you do not even plan to - ever.  The reason I am able to perform like this is I have a proper hold of the knife blade in my right hand and the knife is always riding against the knuckles of the left hand.  Also the food is flat enough so the front of the blade stays on the board. If the food is too tall, cut it until it is a reasonable size with which you can work. 

Preparing Food To Chop Dice And Slice.

Many vegetables, especially root vegetables are grown in soil and develop somewhat tougher skins. It is customary to peel them first.  If you are being lazy you can leave the skin on the potatoes and tell your diners that the fiber is good for them, but fine cooking requires that they be peeled on almost every occasion.  Carrots, parsnips, turnips, etc should be peeled.  Some vegetables get special treatment.  In the past the zucchini hybrids came with coarse prickly fibers on the surface.  The tradition in Italian cookery was to use the back of the knife to scrape them off.  Today zucchini seem to lack those fibers so peeling is up to the cook or the particular recipe.  Eggplant may be prepared with or without the skin.  Peppers served raw can be left with the peels, but in cooked dishes you are often instructed to peel them first because the skins are tough. The same theory applies to tomatoes. Unless you are chopping onions to go into a stockpot, peel them.  Also peel the garlic. 

In classes I stress the correct cutting of an onion for several reasons.  Students have no idea how to do it, they waste too much time getting it ready to cut and then they cut it incorrectly so they have a mélange of onion pieces that are uneven and cook unevenly.  So here is how to cut an onion.


TO SLICE, CHOP OR DICE AN ONION.

You do this EVERY TIME. There is only one exception: cutting onion rings.  

Place the onion on a board, cut it in half from root to stem end. Place the cut side of one half on the board and with your knife cut a small section from both the root and stem ends. Discard those ends.  That means get them off your board along with the other half of the onion.  The only food you want on your board is the piece of food you are cutting.  Pick up that onion half and peel off the outer layers to remove in one motion..  

To Slice The Onion: place the root end to your left and with the tip of your knife on or close to the board, slice forward using the length of the knife to cut even slices across the stem end.  You may make the slices as thick or thin as you wish. Understand that 98.2% of the time this is the way to slice an onion for the remaining 1.8% of the time when you need onion rings, see below

To Chop An Onion: (This means pieces ½ inch or larger.) Place the onion flat side down on the board.  Cut through the onion from stem to root end in ½ inch or larger sections and then cut across the onion to make ½ inch or larger cubes.  

To Dice or Mince an Onion:  Place the flat side of an onion half on the board withd the root end to your left.  Now, take a paring knife and cut into the onion from the stem end to but not through the root end. Do not cut through the root end.  Make these vertical cuts a wide as you want the dice or mince. For a mince they need to be less than 1/8 of an inch wide slices.  Then with your chef’s knife, cut across the face of the onion starting at the stem end.  You will end up with even dice or mince. When you reach the root end you have two choices: set it aside to use in stock, or more likely, you will want to place it flat on the board and dice to the size needed.  Often Television chefs will make horizontal slices into the stem end of the onion, this is not only unnecessary, but also can be somewhat unsafe for the unskilled cook.  

As you finish each half of the onion, transfer it to a container to keep the board clean for the next portion.  I tend to buy large onions and use a half at a time.  I store the rest in a small plastic bag until I need more onion.  Do not be tempted to cut the onion all at once it develops off flavors once it has been cut and stored for more than a few hours, even if well wrapped.  

If you wish to use  a processor, (not part of your Knife Skills training) you may. Follow these instructions to avoid making onion water.  With the steel blade in place and the machine running, drop chunks of chopped onion into the tube and stop the machine, if you require a finer dice, pulse it a couple of times.  Then spend your time washing the blade, the cover and the bowl. Wiping a knife and a cutting board seems easier to me.

To Cut Onion Rings:  Instead of cutting the onion in half, cut a section from the root and stem ends and peel off the skin.  Place the onion on the board with the root end facing you. With your knife cut a thin slice from the right side of the onion.  It can now sit securely on that flattened area and you can slice across the onion, starting at the stem end into fine slices.  You need to do this to decorate some salads and if you are making fried onion rings.  But almost no one will notice if you cut the onion in half and proceed more safely as directed above.  Restaurants use electric slices to cut the onion rings.  It is seldom done by hand.

Other vegetables need some preparation before cutting.  Cut the food you are working with to a reasonable size!  Some years ago Graham Kerr, a then television cook, showing off, attempted to cut long whole carrot into strips.  He cut himself and I applauded.  He should have cut the carrot into a reasonable length so he could then cut it into flat slices to be cut into thin strips.  

So if you are cutting long vegetables such as carrots or parsnips, cut them to a size that you can work with comfortably usually about 3 inches long.  It is safer and actually the job goes more quickly if you are not fighting against pieces that are awkward or badly sized.

To cut strips, batons, julienne:  Other vegetables are cut into strips of varying sizes.  With most vegetables you want to cut the vegetable into slices as wide as you want the strips.  So with a carrot, cut it horizontally into lengths convenient to handle then cut the sections into long flat slices.  Stack a few slices and cut the slices into strips.  If you need to dice the carrot, then cut across the strips to make a dice of the desired size.

