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THE HISTORY OF FONDUE
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Fondue, which comes from the French “fondre”, meaning “to melt,” had its origins in 18th century Switzerland as a means for farm families to stretch their limited resources during the winter months. With some remaining cheese, some stale bread, and a dash of wine the family could gather around the hearth. In Alpine farm villages bread was baked only occasionally so whatever bread was on hand was usually stale. By dipping the bread in the melted cheese, the bread was softened and became delectable. From these simple beginnings, fondue became a Swiss winter tradition.

After World War II and the end of rationing, the Swiss Cheese Union resumed its successful campaign, now promoting fondue as the Swiss national dish and as a symbol of Swiss unity and national identity. Fondue even made its way into the cookbooks of the Swiss military. But fondue was unknown in America, the world's largest cheese market. The introduction of fondue to America occurred in 1964 at the New York World's Fair when fondue was featured at the Swiss Pavilion's Alpine restaurant.

Cheese Fondue: During the 18th century the origin of fondue began in Switzerland as a way to use aged cheeses and breads to feed families who had limited access to fresh foods during the winter time.  Producers of cheese and bread saw their busy season was during the warm months and that the food had to be saved by villagers to be used through the cold winter months.  As the cheese would age and the breads became stale it became more difficult to eat.  The local villagers found that if they heated the cheese with wines, garlic, and herbs they could dip their stale bread which would soften when dipped into the flavorful cheese mixture.  This way of cooking together over one pot and eating by a warm cozy fire became a Swiss winter tradition known as fondue.  The word fondue comes from the French word, ‘fondre’, which means ‘to melt’ and has since then been used to reference many other types of fondue for meats, chicken, seafood, and even chocolate.

Meat Fondue: Meat fondue also has early origins. In the middle ages, in the French region of Burgundy, vineyard workers had to be out in the fields all day and were unable to come in to have a meal. It appears that the idea was born to have a pot of oil boiling out in the vineyard, and workers could come and cook pieces of meat as they got the opportunity for a break. The name of this type of fondue credits those vineyard workers of Burgundy: Fondue Bourguignonne.

Chocolate Fondue: Chocolate fondue or dessert fondue was an American invention and had its birth in the mid-20th century. There are several claimants to its ‘invention’, but anyone who has had it can vouch for its rightful place as an excellent fondue tradition!
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There are many styles of fondue pots, and some work better for certain types of fondue than others.

Thick ceramic or earthenware pots work best for cheese and chocolate fondues, which require low to moderate heat. Pots are available in several sizes. Keep in mind that people eat smaller amounts of chocolate fondue, so the smaller pots are best suited for dessert.

Metal fondue pots copper, stainless steel, and cast-iron work best for both oil and broth-based fondues, which require high heat. Models that taper inward at the top prevent oil from splashing.

Many cookware stores carry fondue sets containing both a metal pot and a ceramic insert, making the set useful for cheese, dessert, and oil or broth-based fondues. Some fondue pots have notches in the sides to hold the fondue forks while the dippers cook. Cast-iron pots with a porcelain glaze and pots with a water jacket suit all types of fondues.

Fuel sources include denatured alcohol, solid-fuel burners, and electric elements. Votive candles are also useful simply for keeping a dessert fondue warm.

Electric fondue pots with thermostatic control are ideal for all types of fondues. Use a low setting of around 150°F for dessert fondues; 170°F for cheese fondues; and 350°F to 375°F for oil fondues. For broth fondues, set the thermostat to 350°F until the broth boils, then reduce to 250°F to simmer.

Other suitable cooking vessels include electric woks, deep electric cook pots, and Mongolian hot pots. Each style has its advantages. It is easy to adjust the temperature on electric pots. Fondue pots using canned heat are more portable. Follow the manufacturer’s instructions for using the heating source properly and raising or lowering the heat level to suit your cooking needs.
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Cheese Fondues: Use ceramic pots exclusively for cheese or chocolate, as these containers are not designed to be brought to high temperatures.

A baguette works well for dicing as it supplies ample crust, and each morsel should contain some crust to keep the bread from dropping into the pot. It is smart to cut the bread an hour or two before serving so it dries out slightly and adheres better to the fork. It is important to swirl the bread chunks in a figure-eight motion, as the fondue should be stirred constantly to prevent burning.

Stir a cheese fondue with a wooden spoon or heat-proof spatula, using a figure-eight motion. Once a cheese fondue has achieved a smooth consistency, keep it warm. If it cools it may toughen and become stringy upon reheating. Leftover cheese fondue is difficult to reheat smoothly. You may have the best success with a microwave.

If a cheese fondue becomes too thick, thin it with a little hot liquid from the original recipe. If it is too thin, add additional shredded cheese or stir in 1 to 2 teaspoons cornstarch blended with 2 tablespoons liquid.

If a cheese fondue separates or forms strings, whisk it vigorously to smooth it out again.

You may choose to start a cheese fondue in a double boiler at the stove top and transfer it to a ceramic pot over low heat at the table.

Entrée Fondues: Use metal pots—copper, stainless steel, or cast iron—for oil- or broth-based fondues.

For oil fondues, use pure canola oil or peanut oil, which can be heated to high temperatures without smoking. Follow the manufacturer’s instructions on the amount of oil to use in your pot, as this amount will vary with the size and shape of the pot. Fill the pot no more than one-third full of oil. Always heat oil in an uncovered pot and watch it closely until it is ready.
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Cognac Blue Fondue 
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Servings: 8-10 / Makes: 3½ cups

Ingredients: 

	1 large garlic clove, crushed with the flat side of a knife

	1 cup light cream or half-and-half

	2 tablespoons cognac or brandy

	1 tablespoon cornstarch

	1 pound blue cheese, crumbled

	8 ounces cream cheese, preferably the bulk variety, cut into bits

	11⁄2 teaspoons chopped fresh thyme or 1⁄2 teaspoon dried thyme leaves

	Cayenne pepper


Directions: 

	Rub the inside of a medium saucepan with the garlic and discard. Add the light cream to the pan and warm over medium heat.

	In a small bowl, whisk together the cognac and cornstarch until well blended. Whisk into the warm cream. Bring to a boil, stirring, until smooth and slightly thickened, about 3 minutes. 

	Reduce the heat to low and gradually stir in the blue cheese and cream cheese, letting each addition melt before adding more. Stir in the thyme and cayenne to taste.

	Transfer to a fondue pot, preferably ceramic or enameled cast iron, and serve at once. Regulate the heat under the pot, if possible, so that the cheese fondue remains warm, not hot.
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Crab Brie Fondue 
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Servings: 8-10 / Makes: 3½ cups

Ingredients: 

	1 1⁄2 tablespoons unsalted butter

	2 tablespoons finely chopped shallots

	1 tablespoon all-purpose flour

	1 1⁄4 cups brut champagne or sparkling wine

	1 tablespoon fresh lemon juice

	1 pound Brie cheese, well chilled, rind removed, cheese cut into small cubes

	8 ounces crabmeat, drained well and picked over to remove any shell or bits of cartilage

	Dash of cayenne pepper

	Salt

	1 tablespoon minced fresh chives


Directions: 

	In a medium saucepan, melt the butter over medium heat. Add the shallots and cook, stirring occasionally, until softened but not browned, 1 to 2 minutes. Stir in the flour and cook, stirring frequently, for 1 to 2 minutes, without allowing it to color. Whisk in the champagne and lemon juice. 

	Bring to a boil, whisking until thickened and smooth. Reduce the heat to low and simmer for 2 to 3 minutes.

	Gradually stir in the Brie, letting each addition melt before adding more. Stir in the crab and cayenne. Season with a dash of salt if needed.

	Transfer to a fondue pot, preferably ceramic or enameled cast iron, and sprinkle the chives over the top. Regulate the heat under the pot, if possible, so that the cheese fondue remains warm, not hot.
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