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The Secret in the Sauce

Kitchen Wisdom and Life Lessons 

from an Irish Cookery School, 

With Recipes

In remembrance of Hannah Callen and Joseph Murphy. 

Two classmates at Ballymaloe Cookery School, 2017.

Both gone too soon but remembered fondly.
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Chapter One
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Finding Steady Mind

The milk that morning was so yellow it looked like liquid gold, thick with cream from cows drunk on spring grass. I stood in Kitchen Two's doorway, watching Maria wrestle with her brimming buckets, remembering a phrase I’d heard about how you could taste a cow's contentment in her milk. If that was true, these cows must have been delirious with joy. I also experienced that giddy feeling—it was my first day of chef training at Ballymaloe Cookery School in Ireland—but what I didn’t know then was that this feeling wouldn’t last. 
The kitchen was already a hive of activity. Despite this, I tried to stay focused on my tasks. That first morning we began with knife skills, the fundamentals for any chef. I picked up my six-inch chef’s knife and the sharpening steel as the lead instructor barked out orders. 

“Hold the steel this way,” he demonstrated from the front of the kitchen, placing the steel down on the counter, the handle level with his chest. “Place the knife away from your body at a fifteen to twenty-degree angle and bring it across the steel, down the length of the blade.” 

I imitated his strokes, listening for the sound the knife made. If it rasped or pulled, I had the wrong angle. I noticed a few of the students disregarding the instructions, holding their steel in the air as if it was a sword, dragging their knife across it quickly. The man across from me, who was from Amsterdam, rolled his eyes, having taken one look at my hesitant strokes, discounting me, I assumed, as some middle-aged woman who had no place in a commercial kitchen. 

I tried to ignore him as my teacher, assigned to six of us students grouped together, took my hand in his and physically adjusted it, showing me the exact angle. “Can you feel and hear the difference?” he asked. I shook my head yes, struggling to get it right. I knew that if I got the angle wrong, I could damage the microscopic teeth on the blade, dulling the knife rather than honing it. 

After working the chef and paring knives, it was time to begin the chopping. Piles of onions, carrots, and mushrooms lay on my worktop, and my instructor told me to get to work. I dragged a heavy wooden chopping board out from under the counter, its surface pock-marked and stained, and began with the onion. I sliced it in half, peeled the skin, and then waited as the lead instructor showed us how to first slice horizontally across the onion half, though not all the way through, such that it had a little hinge that held the pieces together, and then to slice down vertically. Once the onion was cross hatched, we were to begin chopping, our fingers retracted back into a claw. It’s an unnatural position, but I had seen this shown on TV many times and had practiced it at home. I was in familiar territory. After a few onions, we moved to carrots, learning to take a bit off one side to make a flat surface and then going on in much the same way we had with the onion, cutting first in one direction and then in the other until we were down to evenly sized pieces. 

I couldn’t help but look around, comparing my own growing piles of onion and carrots to those of my classmates. A couple of students were obviously well-practiced. They had enormous piles of veg, all the pieces precisely the same size. But there were others in the room who were still on the onions, struggling with the papery skin moving under the knife. I let out a sigh. At least I wasn’t coming in last place with knives.

The lead instructor ordered us to stop. He took up a paring knife and showed us how to chop the mushroom. We were to keep our eyes focused straight ahead, use an up-and-down chopping motion coming from the elbow, keeping our wrists straight and the fingers of our guiding hand locked in a claw—all on a tiny, slimy, highly mobile piece of fungi. And not once but dozens and dozens of times. 

My partner for the week, Hannah, looked over at me, her eyebrows raised, fear in her eyes. I nodded my agreement. What had I done? I picked up a mushroom, it fairly oozed in my fingers, trimming the stem so that all I had was the little white button cap. I sat it on the board, as the instructor had demonstrated, raised my knife, and took a few practice swings in the air, attempting to harden my wrist, keeping it stiff. I pulled the fingers of my left hand back into the claw, gripped the mushroom with my nails, protecting my fingers’ ends, and slid the blade up against my knuckles. “Up-down, I can do this,” I thought, raising the knife slightly. Instantly my wrist bent and instead of a clean slice through the whole, I acted as if I was chopping an onion, pulling the thicker base of the knife down after planting the tip. 

“No, no, not like that,” my instructor said, walking past three students to get to me. She took my wrist in her hand, gripping it. She mimicked the chopping motion. “Like this,” she said, her Irish accent lilting. “You try it.” I replayed her action, up-down, wrist held firm. I grabbed the mushroom and once again, sliced from tip to tail. She shook her head, taking the fungi from my hand. “Put your left hand behind your back,” she said, “now practice”—chop, chop, chop—she showed me, whacking off a slice of imaginary mushroom. I followed her lead, noticing the arrogant man across from me had his mushrooms all sliced, each sliver so thin light could be seen through them. 

What was I doing? Did I really belong here? How could I feel so unsteady only an hour into this twelve-week chef’s program at Ballymaloe Cookery School?  

I was old enough to be some of these kids’ mothers. And no one here cared that I had a successful career and years of training in my field under my belt. In their minds, I was just an old lady in the way, one they would have to partner with who might drag them down. I knew some of these kids had been working in restaurants for years, apprenticing to learn these skills. 

I picked up another mushroom and trimmed the stem. I air practiced the chopping motion. I closed my eyes and imagined the knife—up, down, up, down—one fluid motion. I let it fall. And then again. Then I started thinking and lost the rhythm of it. At least there were three slices I had cut correctly. 
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LET ME GO BACK TO EARLY that morning, when I still felt excited and confident about my decision to attend cooking school. The path from the cottage I rented to the Ballymaloe Cookery School is just under a mile and a fairly straight shot, at least by Irish standards. Anticipating the first day, I woke early and set out for the walk, my backpack full. I had my canvas case of knives, one so sharp it was flagged with a red sticker, plus a change of clothes and shoes so I could settle in for the afternoon demonstration lecture more comfortably after a morning spent in the kitchens. Laid out on paper, the schedule didn’t look too difficult, cooking from 8:45 to noon. An hour off for lunch, which we students would have cooked that morning, followed by the afternoon demo from 1:00 to 5:00, led by one of the school’s owners, all of whom were internationally famous chefs and TV personalities. My return to the cottage, according to the schedule, would be around eight hours after I began cooking. 

I had read dozens of student blogs in preparation. I knew to snag a seat early for lecture so I wouldn’t get one of the dreaded uncomfortable ones in the back. I knew to start filing recipes immediately in the large binders we had been given so I wouldn’t be overwhelmed by the time of the midterm exams. This all seemed totally doable. 

I felt confident about my first day of cooking school. My dream was finally happening. Ballymaloe had been my pretend happy place, where my mind went when I was feeling miserable in the midst of raising two children by myself during and after a terrible marriage. But all that was behind me now. The kids grown and mostly gone. That stifling marriage ended over a decade before. Now, I had remarried, and that person had encouraged me to do this thing I had dreamed about for nearly two decades. 

The next three months were going to be all about me. I had waited, planned, saved a little money—though not enough—and taken out a personal loan to pay the rest. For years I had given to everyone else, made sure they had what they needed and now, it was finally my turn. 

The iPhone selfie I took in the dim light of that first early morning shows me, my hair a little longer than usual, looking relaxed and excited. I would look back at that photograph weeks later and laugh. It was the last stress-free, confident moment I enjoyed for the next twelve weeks. 
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THE SUN WAS ALREADY up above the horizon when I set out from my cottage that first morning. Even though we didn’t technically begin until 8:45, former students had warned others online to get there no later than 8 o’clock. It would take time to find my station and get ingredients and, being the first day, I imagined I’d be a bit slow getting organized. I definitely did not want to be late. As soon as I stepped out of my cottage gate, a friendly neighborhood dog, white and scruffy, came over and gave me a smell. I petted her, and we walked together for a few feet before she abandoned me, burying her nose in the hedgerow. I followed, discovering that the hedges were ladened with blackberries, ripe and ready to burst, the juicier ones, already heading to rot, attracting flies. I waved the insects off and pulled first one and then another berry, cramming them in my mouth but making sure to lean over so that the juice didn’t drip on my chef’s whites. 

The berries varied in intensity, some sweet and others bitter. The real surprise was their abundance. Once I knew what I was looking for, I discovered that they were everywhere. The hedges lining the road consisted of a variety of fruits, with blackberries at their peak. There were crabapples, damsons (wild plums,) which were still hard and bitter but would be ripening in the next month, blackthorn, elder, hazel, and dog rose. With this much abundance for the taking, I wondered how people had starved in Ireland in the 1840s. Had the hedgerows always been so generous? It was a question I tucked away to ask one of the gardeners at the school. With not a spot of berry juice on my chef’s jacket, I kept moving. 

Ballymaloe Cookery School requires each of the sixty-four students it enrolls in three twelve-week sessions each year to wear chef’s whites in the kitchen: a long-sleeved jacket that buttons up just under the chin, a pair of blue checked trousers, and great thick, black brogues that protect the feet from dropped knives and spilled boiling water. With airlines the way they are today, I didn’t want to take up valuable suitcase space or weight by dragging these with me. Two months in advance, I phoned a shop in Cork and placed my order. 

The man who answered my call at the multi-purpose shop, which sells uniforms of all kinds, but mostly of the sports variety, asked me what sizes I needed. I’d gone online and looked at comparison charts between the US and EU but ordering clothes like this was definitely going to be a challenge. When I queried the clerk, he told me it would be grand, and I didn’t need to worry. He did this all the time over the phone with Ballymaloe students. Even so, I began with the shoes, since that seemed fairly straightforward. 

“I wear a size 8 in the US,” I said, “that looks like it’s a 38/39 EU size. Is that right?” 
“Yes, grand,” he repeated, my first hint that the Irish used the word “grand” like Americans do “awesome,” an affirmation with little real meaning. “Okay, I just need one pair of shoes.”  
“Now pants,” I said. “I wear a size 10 US.”  

“What size is your waist?” He responded, followed by “how many stone are ye’ and how tall?”  
The Irish talk about a person’s weight in stone, with one stone being fourteen pounds. I did the math in my head, hoping I had it right and told him. “Ah, you’re a big girl, then,” he said, chuckling, and said he’d sort out the jacket, no problem, based on this information. I tried not to be offended. Yes, I am a big girl. Not huge, by any stretch, but yes, it would take a fair gust of wind to move me and yes, I can help you move that couch up a flight of stairs. Perhaps the Irish aren’t as sensitive about their weight? Or maybe I deserved this sly little joke, with my letting pounds slip-on over the years at my comfy teaching job where I spent most of my time on my backside at a desk behind a computer. 
Still, I tried to ignore his comment, and we plunged on with the order. He was reassuring when I expressed my uncertainties about the sizing, telling me not to worry and, once again, that it would all be grand. The store would bundle and deliver the uniform and shoes, and they would be waiting for me at Ballymaloe upon my arrival. A quick credit card transaction and that aspect of cooking school was complete. I had my chef’s clothing ordered. The same with my knives. We were required to bring actual chef’s knives. Since I wasn’t clear exactly what that meant, and I certainly didn’t want to mess up something as important as the most basic cook’s tools, I ordered my knives from Ballymaloe and they, like the uniform, would be waiting for me. Another win in terms of minimal packing on my way to Ireland. 
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IT WAS TRUE THAT WHEN I arrived a day before classes began, my uniform was waiting—but nothing fit. The only thing “grand” about the uniform was the size of the seat of the pants. Starting with the shoes: when I told the clerk that I wore a size eight, he must have taken that as a man’s size eight. I slipped on the shoes, the ends far too long and wide, laced them up, and flapped around my cottage, trying not to slip. They looked like something Ronald McDonald might wear, only in shiny black instead of red. I sighed and tossed them aside. Next, I pulled on one of the two pairs of pants I’d ordered. I sucked my gut in to button the pants, but I could feel the button straining. They were far too tight, dragging the ground about two inches beyond my feet, and flared at the hips. Clearly, they were made for a woman with a tiny waist, large hips, and either fatter or longer legs than me. I cuffed the length once and then twice. They would have to be hemmed and, if possible, let out through the waist. Or I’d need to drop five pounds in twenty-four hours and not gain a single pound while at cooking school. This was not going well. 

I slipped on the jacket. It was baggy and my hands disappeared into the sleeves. I couldn’t work with sleeves that protruded three inches past my fingertips. I’d need to find thread, scissors, and a needle and do some adjusting. The shoes were beyond me, but they would have to do since there was no time to get to Cork for an exchange, a forty-five-minute trip by car. I’d only just come from the airport in the city, and the drive in—on the left side of the road and on tiny, twisting country lanes—had been a heart-pounding experience that I wasn’t ready yet to repeat. 
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THAT MORNING ON MY first walk to school, the last thing I wanted was to stain the jacket I’d spent hours altering. I had, the night before, used a travel-sized sewing kit with tiny scissors to cut and hem the jacket and pants’ legs. I had also snipped open the waist, cut the elastic and pulled it out, and let out the gathers as much as feasible. There was only so much I could do with the tiny needle and cheap thread I’d found at the corner shop. An email sent by Darina Allen, the school’s founder and Irish cooking guru, was clear that we were to arrive neat and tidy with chef’s whites pressed and ready. I was no fashion icon, but at least I could walk without tripping over my too-long pants and cook without lighting my sleeves on fire. 
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I THOUGHT OF ALL THIS as I continued my walk to school, collecting blackberries that were growing wild along the roadside, nestled among the ferns and moss that dotted the stone walls separating the fields and houses from the road. Green dominated the entire landscape, and I finally understood why the place is called the emerald isle. I passed dozens of houses, many older, traditional farm cottages, perched close to the road with tall stone fences separating the private and public spaces. But there were also a handful of new modern homes. Shanagarry, the little village where I now lived, looked prosperous in a way that reflected the general upswing of the Irish economy since the days of the Celtic Tiger in the mid-1990s, despite the crash that followed in the late 2000s. Ireland was doing well. 

At last, I turned into the gate marked “Ballymaloe Cookery School.” The view, closed in before because of the stone walls, hedge, and trees that lined the main road, opened before me. The sun, rising just behind the pale pink and white buildings, cast the structures in shadow but illuminated the fields on all sides. Apple trees, some short and gnarly and others loaded with fruit, lined the drive. To my left was a field with cows, each pausing briefly from their breakfast to eye me. Used to seeing students, they went back to their grazing, ripping lengths of grass like ribbons from the ground. A rooster crowed from the other side of the path. He was bent on leading his harem through an orchard. Every other minute, one of the ladies raced off, chasing an insect, and he would scold her, pulling her back in line. 

The bucolic atmosphere hit me. The scene could have been in a lifestyle magazine and seemed even more so as I approached the main school building, its mass of pink terra-cotta, looking like a square of cotton candy, rising from plantings of roses and ivy, that anchored the structure in place. A dozen students pushed past me, breaking my revelry, making for the main door of the cooking school. 

I stood in a daze, trying to take it all in. The place was beautiful. From the chickens lounging in a group on a bench near a riot of roses to the pebbled walkway through what looked like a formal garden, the entire place seemed enchanted that first morning. Mackenzie, another American whom I had met the day before, asked me if I was ready to begin. Yes. No. 

This was my dream, so long in the making. I was both excited and scared at the same time. I thought about the Ballymaloe cookbook I’d checked out from my local library twenty years before. It was from that book that I first learned of the school’s existence. I had pored over the photographs, imagining myself walking the farm grounds. I tried some of the recipes, pretending that I was cooking them in the kitchens at the school. Then I remembered a night when, down on my knees trying to get vomit out of carpeting after my son had been sick, I had scrubbed, holding my breath and trying not gag. My body had been there, but my mind had been at Ballymaloe, wandering through the gardens and glass houses. I was dreaming about running away—away from the children, the responsibilities, the failing marriage. Ballymaloe had been something concrete on which I could hang my dreams. And now, finally, I was here, at Ballymaloe Cookery School, and it looked exactly like I had imagined. Oh yes, I was ready for this. 

I smiled at Mackenzie. She was dressed in her uniform, too, but she had the opposite problem from me. Her pants were an inch or more too short. Otherwise, she looked ready for the morning cooking, her pressed chef jacket underneath a blue Ballymaloe apron. 

I panicked. My apron. I could see it back in my cottage on the kitchen table. Darina, as we would soon come to call her, had warned us in no uncertain terms that we were to be “properly attired” daily, from our headgear, which ensured no hair in the food, to our shoes. 

“Mackenzie,” I croaked, “can I borrow your other apron? I swear I’ll wash it tonight and return it pressed tomorrow.” I’d forgotten mine and there was no way I could get it from my cottage and be back in time for our start. Graciously, she agreed, and I held her knives as she ran to her cottage on campus to grab her spare. 

Five minutes later, I was in Kitchen Two at my assigned station with my borrowed apron tied tightly around my waist. I was shaking. This was not how I wanted to start. I could feel my confidence creeping away, especially after I looked around. There were eighteen of us students in this small space, one of four kitchens we would rotate through over the course of the next twelve weeks. Every student had a workspace, which ranged from 24 to a generous 30 inches. Darina assigned us a different partner each week, along with a multi-course meal plan each day, splitting the dishes between us as evenly as possible in terms of workload. Our job was to cook a complete three course meal each day in three hours, including at least one kind of bread, and then present it to our teachers. That meant that there would be nine complete three course meals prepared daily in each of the kitchens. Was that even possible, I wondered, looking around, counting the number of ovens. Each set of partners shared only a five-knob cooktop—how would we manage?  

My partner for the first week was young, no more than twenty, at best. She seemed anxious, too, and we looked over our order of work. It was hard to stay focused. I was nervous in a way I had not been in a long time. I am a middle-aged academic, sporting a doctoral degree in history, twenty-four years of teaching in higher education, five as a high-level administrator at a large state university. I had managed departments and staffs of fifty plus employees. I had won multi-million-dollar federal research grants. And yet, my stomach was in knots. 

I took a deep breath. I told myself that I had this. I’m good at things—lots of things. I repeated this like some kind of mantra. Plus, I told myself, I’m a good cook. Everyone says it’s true. Another cleansing breath, and I planted a smile on my face.

I pulled out my canvas knife bag and laid out two knives—a six-inch chef and a paring knife. An instructor passed behind me, pushing me slightly forward. I realized that my station for the week was essentially on the path through the kitchen to the back door, which led out to the gardens, dairy, and one of the many chicken houses on the farm. Staff continually walked behind me, going in and out of the kitchen into the gardens. 
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BALLYMALOE COOKERY School sits on a one hundred acre working farm. There is an acre of glass houses where every imaginable variety of fruit, veg, and herb are grown, several acres of outdoor gardens filled with vegetables, fruits, and flowers that are hardy enough to withstand the damp and cool weather, paddocks of hogs and dairy cattle, and chickens roosting. With so few acres available, Ballymaloe does not raise its own lambs, but rather sources them from neighboring farms. Otherwise, most of what we would cook and process would be raised ultra-locally, right out that door or, in the case of seafood, caught within a few miles of the farm.  

World renowned, the cookery school is an offshoot of Ballymaloe House, an old castle and farm, modified and built onto over time and purchased by Ivan and Myrtle Allen in 1948. Sixteen years later, with her brood of children grown and gone, she was stumped by what she should do next, especially given that they owned a large and now empty house. With her husband’s encouragement, she opened a restaurant, using their own farm-raised milk, cheese, pork, veal, vegetables, and herbs. Within a couple of years, it was a huge success, which meant adding on to create a professional kitchen and hiring cooks to help lighten Myrtle’s load. One of these chefs-in-training was Darina, who would soon become famous in her own right, learning much from Myrtle and marrying one of her sons. Darina and her husband Tim Allen took on the maintenance of another nearby farm, turning it into a proper cookery school in 1983. 

Starting with only six students, the Ballymaloe Cookery School has grown to training about two hundred chefs each year in their twelve-week certificate courses, plus hundreds of other home cooks in a variety of courses ranging from one day to five weeks. There are four professional kitchens on site, plus outbuildings that house a bread-baking facility and a fermentation “shed.” Additionally, there’s a dairy where a herd of cattle are milked daily, and the by-product is made into butter, cheese, cream, and yogurt. Students flock to Shanagarry from all over the world to learn from Darina, her brother Rory O’Connell, who was head chef at Ballymaloe House for ten years, in addition to cooking at restaurants in London and the US, and Rachel Allen, a former student and now daughter-in-law, who has published numerous cookbooks, runs a restaurant in Cork, and has hosted several popular cookery television series on the RTE and BBC. I wouldn’t just be studying with Darina Allen, something of the high priestess of Irish food, but with Rory and Rachel, both celebrities in their own rights. This was why I had harbored this dream for so long—to work with these people in this setting. 
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A QUICK THIRTY MINUTES into knife training that first morning, the lead instructor ordered us to stop. We were now to work on tart crusts. My partner Hannah and I were assigned a French Onion Tart, which made sense because we had a pile of diced onions between the two of us. I pulled out the recipe and read through it again, as I had the night before. Making crusts—for tarts both sweet and savory—was one of the skills I would have to master over the next twelve weeks. I had a list, two pages long, of skills I had to work through, advancing from the first attempt to mastered. Beside each skill were columns where instructors would sign-off, rating the attempt. I had to practice each skill at least three times. I did the math in my head, knowing that I would have to work on at least one of these skills every day to complete the list, in addition to my regularly assigned duties. 

Another wave of panic. How would I ever manage to work through every one of these skills at least three times? And that’s if I managed to master the skill after only three attempts. If I didn’t? Would I have to continue making a tart crust, for example, indefinitely or until I failed and returned home in shame?  

I got busy on the tart crust and before I knew it, we were being told to stop working. Students who had lunch duty rota were behind on their jobs. I looked at my watch. It was 12:30. Technically, we should have been finished before noon, already seated in the dining room eating, with our morning work well behind us. Instead, I was flushed, peaking into the oven to see if the tart was done yet. In addition to knife skills, my partner and I had made a French Onion Tart, Onion and Thyme Leaf Soup, Basil Pesto, a salad of heirloom tomatoes, and Forked Biscuits. We hurriedly plated the food we had made, presenting it to our teacher. She tasted my dishes, made marks on a score sheet, and then offered me advice. I needed to spend more time in the presentation. The food tasted good—I had seasoned the soup correctly, which was often a challenge, she said, in the beginning, but my presentation was sloppy. “We eat with our eyes,” she said. 

Yes, of course. I knew this. But when was there time for prettiness? I was exhausted. Wasn’t it enough that I had gotten the food onto a plate? Now it had to look good, too? I agreed with her assessment, trying to please her. “I will do better tomorrow,” I said. 

I cleaned up my space, adding my food to the communal plates and bowls that formed our lunch. The instructors stopped a few of the students from sending their dishes to the dining hall. They had burned or over-seasoned the dishes, or the instructor had graded their food as inferior. I felt a little smug, though I tried to hide it. At least my food had tasted good, I consoled myself. I could feel a competitive streak emerge. Tomorrow I really would do better. By the time everything was sorted and I was cleared to leave to go eat, it was one o’clock. The lecture would begin in fifteen minutes. 

I grabbed my backpack, rushed to the bathroom, and changed into jeans and a t-shirt. It felt so good to get those tight pants off and into something comfortable. I had about ten minutes left. I went into the lecture hall to grab a good seat and discovered that students had already claimed the first three rows of seats. It was like the pool area of my favorite resort. People had come in early that morning and tagged the best lounge chairs, leaving towels and other belongings to mark their territory, except in this case, it was backpacks and notepads. I was really making a cock-up with this first day. I found an empty seat in the fourth row and sat down, my stomach letting out a loud growl. No lunch for me, but I didn’t actually care. After all that cooking and stress, the last thing I wanted was to eat a French Onion Tart. 
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WHEN I’D ARRIVED AT cooking school, I had imagined I was prepared for it. I was not. I'd purchased my uniform sight-unseen, organized my chef's knives to be delivered, and rented a little cottage about a mile from the school. Already, the universe was teaching me about non-attachment and accepting reality as it is—my uniform didn't fit, the sleeves of the chef's jacket so long I feared they would catch fire. Despite the uniform challenges, I arrived that first morning full of what Buddhists call "expert's mind," laden with preconceptions and expectations, which by the end of the first week, had been thoroughly dismantled.

That first week of cooking school taught me the first principle of Buddhist practice: everything is constantly changing, and attachment to how we think things should be only creates suffering. I had let some of my classmates intimidate me—not because of anything they said—but through the stories I was telling myself. Had they found me incompetent? Had they thought I was too old for cooking school? I was experiencing what Buddhists call "comparing mind," measuring myself against others instead of staying present with my experience.

The kitchen became my first teacher of presence. When handling razor-sharp knives or working with intense heat, there was no space for dwelling in the past or future. I had to stay completely present or risk injury. This was the beginning of what would become my moving meditation practice, finding a steady mind in the midst of activity rather than only on a cushion.

I was pushing myself, moving outside my comfort zone, but really, what was the alternative? I had settled into doing the same dozen things for the last twenty years. I wasn't old because of my age, but because I was letting fear stop me from engaging fully with life. In Buddhist terms, I was trapped in what's called "fixed mind," rigid patterns of thinking and behaving that limited my growth. If I gave into fear, I would stop growing, learning, and changing.

The kitchen that week at Ballymaloe taught me about a steady mind through an unlikely metaphor—making caramel. When cooking sugar to the precise point before burning, one teacher would shout out, "Just hold your nerve!" This became my first lesson in finding a steady mind, that place of calm awareness that exists even amid intensity. Just as the sugar needed to reach the edge of burning to achieve perfection, I needed to stay present with discomfort to achieve transformation.

The walking meditation to and from school each morning became part of my practice. The mindful movement allowed me to notice things I would have missed in my usual rushed state: the blackberries growing wild in the hedgerows, the varying intensity of their flavor, the way the morning light played on the dewy grass. This too was practice, learning to bring awareness to every moment, not just the dramatic ones in the kitchen.

I learned that presence isn't something we achieve only in perfect conditions. It's available in every moment, even when our uniform doesn't fit and we're struggling with unfamiliar tasks. The kitchen was becoming my teacher, showing me how to find a steady mind during chaos rather than seeking it only in silence.
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Salted Caramel Sauce

THERE IS NOTHING QUITE like a homemade caramel sauce. Simple, consisting only of cream, sugar, and salt, this sauce is made in the “dry” fashion, by slowly caramelizing the sugar in the pan so that it will darken just to where you think it might burn. If possible, use a silver-colored skillet for making this sauce. You’ll be able to judge the color of the caramelized sugar better than in a dark-colored pan. You want a deep chestnut or a mahogany. Really push the color here, “holding your nerve,” as Darina would say. The darker you go—just up to the point of burning—the more complex the flavor will become, imbued with a little bitter that is heightened by the addition of the sea salt, which balances everything out. 

This sauce is great as a garnish, as a primary component to a dessert, or separately jarred as a gift. 


400 grams (2 cups) granulated sugar


230 grams (1 cup) heavy whipping cream

1/2 teaspoon sea salt such as Maldon or Celtic Sea Salt Brand

In a medium-sized pan or skillet, preferably light colored, heat 1/2 cup of the sugar over a medium-high heat. Stir or carefully swirl the pan constantly to ensure the sugar doesn’t burn. Once the sugar has melted, add another 1/2 cup, continuing to stir. Continue to add a 1/2 cup of sugar as the previous amount melts. Stir or carefully swirl the pan until the sugar has melted and become a deep, dark color, something akin to the hide on a chestnut-colored horse. 

Once it reaches this state, lower the heat to medium-low and slowly add the cream, being careful because the cream will bubble and boil as it hits the hot sugar. Stir constantly as you are adding the cream. Add the salt and continue to cook, stirring any hardened bits so that they will dissolve. Remove from the heat and allow to cool before using. 

#
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Apple Cake with Caramel Icing

THIS IS THE PERFECT cake for an autumnal celebration. It can be dressed down as an after-school snack for the first cool, crisp day of the season or gussied up for a decadent dessert to share with friends and family. This cake is adapted from the one Bobbette & Belle makes, which is absolutely delicious.
You’ll notice that the cake ingredients are in weights rather than cups. If you aren’t using a scale to weigh your ingredients, it’s time you converted. It’s easy and how professional bakers get such wonderful and consistent results. Kitchen scales are cheap and easy to find. I suggest you pick up a digital one, which can convert ounces, grams, or pounds. I have two: one I bought online and one I picked up at a Tesco in Ireland for less than 10 Euro and hauled home with me. As a note, the average cup of measured flour weighs around 120 grams. 

For the Cake:

400 grams (3 1/3 cups) of all-purpose flour

1 3/4 teaspoons baking powder

1/2 teaspoon baking soda

1 teaspoon kosher salt

2 teaspoons cinnamon

1/2 teaspoon nutmeg


307 grams (1 1/4 cups) unsweetened applesauce (chunky is nice here but smooth will work)


120 grams (1/2 cup) of plan Greek-style yogurt

2 teaspoons vanilla extract

500 grams (2 1/2 cups) granulated sugar 

175 grams (3/4 cup, plus 2 tablespoons) unsalted butter

4 large eggs

125 grams (1 cup) finely chopped, roasted walnuts

1 medium-sized green apple, peeled, cored, and finely chopped

For the Caramel Frosting:

This will fill and cover a 9-inch round three-layer cake.

303 grams (1 1/3 cup) unsalted butter

500 grams (2 1/2 cups) packed brown sugar

230 grams (1 cup) of heavy whipping cream

1 teaspoon salt

625 grams (5 cups) icing sugar, sifted

To make the cake:
Preheat the oven to 350 degrees and grease three 9-inch round cake pans with butter or non-stick cooking spray. Line the bottom of the pans with parchment paper. 
In a medium-sized bowl, whisk together the flour, baking powder, baking soda, salt, cinnamon, and nutmeg. In a separate small bowl, stir together the applesauce, yogurt, and vanilla. 

If you have a stand mixer, this is a good time to use it. If not, a large bowl and an electric mixer will do. Cream the sugar and butter together on a medium speed until the mixture is light in color and fluffy. This will take at least three minutes. Beat in the eggs, one at a time. Stop and scrape down the bowl after each egg is added. Add the applesauce mixture and beat again until combined. 

On a low speed, add the flour mixture to the creamed butter mixture, beating until just combined. You can do this with a spoon. It’s important not to overbeat at this point or you will cause the flour to activate, and the cake will be tough. Scrape down the bowl and add the walnuts and finely chopped green apple. 

Divide the batter evenly between the pans. The easiest way to do this is to weigh the batter and then divide by three, placing one third in each pan and then checking again by weighing each pan. Smooth the top with an offset spatula. 

Bake for 30 minutes or until a pick inserted in the center of the cake comes out clean. Rotate the pans halfway through to ensure even baking. Let the cakes cool in their pans for ten minutes and then turn out onto racks to cool completely. Remove the parchment. 

Assemble and frost the cakes. Can be served with caramel sauce. Eat
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