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Author’s Foreword

Unless you live alone in a cave or hermitage, cooking and eating are social activities: even hermit monks have one communal meal a month. The sharing of food is the basis of social life, and to many people it is the only kind of social life worth participating in.

No one who cooks cooks alone. Even at her most solitary, a cook in the kitchen is surrounded by generations of cooks past, the advice and menus of cooks present, the wisdom of cookbook writers. In my kitchen I rely on Edna Lewis, Marcella Hazan, Jane Grigson, Elizabeth David, the numerous contributors to The Charleston Receipts, and Margaret Costa (author of an English book entitled The Four Seasons Cookery Book).

One of the delights of life is eating with friends; second to that is talking about eating. And, for an unsurpassed double whammy, there is talking about eating while you are eating with friends. People who like to cook like to talk about food. Plain old cooks (as opposed to the geniuses in fancy restaurants) tend to be friendly. After all, without one cook giving another cook a tip or two, human life might have died out a long time ago.

For their inspiration and companionship, past and present, I would like to thank the following people with and for whom I have cooked, who have fed me delicious meals, and with whom I have talked endlessly about cooking, and whose recipes and menus I have shamelessly cribbed all these years.

Ann Arensberg, the ultimate home cook and menu planner without peer; Juliet Annan, a brilliant and fearless cook who knows that next to eating, the best thing is talking about eating; Frances Taliaferro whose every meal includes the major food groups plus brownies; Jeannette Kossuth who blends new age with Old Hungarian; Linda Faulhaber, a secret cook and great eater; Jeannie Heifetz, a bold experimenter, and Cinda Graham, both of whom will test drive a recipe for a pal; Rob Wynne, artist and food genius whose meals are like birthday parties; Bonnie Maslin who proves that it is possible to be a great kosher cook; Willa Gelber and Rennis Garner, two generous caterers who share recipes; Alice Quinn who unites the elegant with the old fashioned and will always make a popover for a friend; Carole Shookoff, friend, grammarian and cook; and my mother-in-law, Elza Jurjevics, a peerless baker. And, most of all, my mother, Estelle Colwin Snellenberg, who taught me and my sister all we know about good food, and how to make it beautiful.

Thanks to Judith Jones, the true godmother of this book; Gail Zweigenthal of Gourmet magazine; Jane Biberman of Inside magazine; Liz Logan of 7 Days; and last of all, to Victoria Wilson, the Escoffier of editors.
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Starting Out in the Kitchen

Cooking is like anything else: some people have an inborn talent for it. Some become expert by practicing and some learn from books.

The best way to feel at ease in the kitchen is to learn at someone’s knee. Years ago a child (usually a girl) would learn from her parent (usually her mother) by standing on a chair next to the stove and watching intently, or by wandering into the kitchen and begging to help. I was once given an amazing lunch by a young woman whose mother had been unable to boil water but was quite able to employ expensive Chinese help. Everyone should have the good fortune either to be Chinese or to be rich. Either way, you can end up learning how to make homemade won tons and duck stuffed with cherries and fresh lichee nuts.

For those who come to cooking late in life—by this I mean after the age of eighteen—many are the pitfalls in store. For instance, if you ask an experienced cook what dish is foolproof, scrambled eggs is often the answer. But the way toward perfect scrambled eggs is full of lumps. It is no easy thing to make perfect scrambled eggs, although almost anyone can turn out fairly decent ones, and with a little work, really disgusting ones can be provided.

I was once romantically aligned with a young man who I now realize was crazy, but at the time he seemed … romantic. It was on the subject of scrambled eggs that I began to have my first suspicions. He claimed his scrambled eggs resembled one of those asbestos mats you put over the burner to diffuse the flame. I asked him what his method of making them was.

“Well,” he said, “I mash them together—you know what I mean—and then I add whatever spice is around.”

I asked him what was usually around. Mace, he said, and ground thyme. He produced two very old-looking tins. I did not understand why a person would want to have mace in his eggs or ground thyme, which tastes like a kind of bitter, powdered sawdust and is not good for anything unless you need weird green powder for a prop. Well, then what? I wanted to know.

“I heat up a little vegetable oil in a pan and go and take a shower. When I come back, I put in the eggs and then I go and shave. By the time I’m finished shaving, they’re done.”

This should have been enough to make me flee, but love, aside from being blind, is also often deaf.

The loveliest scrambled eggs I have ever had were given to me by a not crazy young man, an Englishman who insisted that scrambled eggs should be made in a double boiler. The result is a cross between a scrambled egg and a savory custard, and if you happen to have about forty minutes of free time some day it is certainly worth the effort.

You scramble the eggs and add a tablespoon of cream. You then put a lump of butter into the top of a double boiler and when it melts, add the eggs. Stir constantly, remembering to have your blood cholesterol checked at the soonest possible moment. Stir as in boiled custard until you feel either that your arm is going to fall off or that you are going to start to scream uncontrollably. It is wise to have someone you adore talking to in the kitchen while you make these eggs, or to be listening to something very compelling on the radio. If you have truly mastered the art of keeping a telephone under your chin without its falling to the floor, a telephone visit always makes the time go faster.

The resulting eggs are satiny and creamy and do not need anything at all, although if your palate is jaded, these eggs can be made with cheese. I would recommend this dish, known to me as English Scrambled Eggs (although no one else I have ever met in England has ever heard of them), only to supervised beginners.

Or take beef stew, that favorite of brownie and girl scout leaders for cooking projects. People are always messing it up, mostly men. A good cook I know was given something really awful by a fellow. It was stew all right, but the meat had the texture of jerky. She was curious and, after almost breaking a tooth, asked how he had achieved this strange leatherlike substance.

“The recipe said to sauté until brown,” said the fellow. “So I did.”

“And how long did you do it for?” she asked.

“Oh, an hour or so,” he replied.

My own husband confessed to me that he was flummoxed by the instruction “Add liquid to cover.” The result was a kind of gray water—rather like the gray-green, greasy Limpopo River in “The Elephant’s Child” by Rudyard Kipling.

So much for the idea that if you can read you can cook.

Let’s say you have never cooked a thing in your life but have made the mad, foolhardy gesture of inviting someone to dinner. Many years ago I worked with a girl whose fiancé did not know that she was unable to cook. They had a very proper courtship—separate apartments, theater dates and so on. Once a week he came for dinner and she could be heard on the telephone confabulating with a place called Casserole Kitchen, or Casserole Cottage, which sent over a homely-looking something or other and you sent back the empty pot. Years later I read her marriage announcement in the Times and wondered if Casserole Bungalow was still around or if she had learned to cook. More interesting, had she ever confessed to her husband?

Of course now that there is a fancy takeout shop on every corner, not knowing how to cook is no longer so problematic. My cousin’s wife, a hardworking and elegant person, claimed for years that she did not apply heat to food, but she knew how to shop and, what is more, she knew where. Brunch at my cousin’s is the only meal I have ever had at which everyone gets as much smoked salmon as they want.

My cousin’s wife is an interesting case in point. She is an Italophile and decided that since she ought to learn to cook, Italian food was what she wanted to learn. She started rather simply with a combination of cooking and shopping. That is, she would apply heat to one dish and buy the rest. Little by little she has expanded her repertoire and it is now possible to get an amazingly good four-course dinner at her house.

One of her first attempts was lasagna, something notoriously difficult to concoct. Hers was a success, but she was in a state of nerves, which gives backbone to my theory that novices go for the elaborate.

The novice cook goes to the kitchen armed with a chinoise and a copy of Edwardian Glamour Cooking Without Tears in order to produce a lobster bisque made of pounded lobster shells, or invites a loved one for a dinner that begins with seviche and ends with a fruit soufflé.

The fact is, those nice simple things—a grilled steak or lamb chops, boiled potatoes, and steamed string beans—are quite formidable enough. The steak is either raw or grilled into shoe leather. The potatoes turn out crunchy in the center, never a good thing in a boiled potato, or mushy. The string beans are either underdone or they are overdone and have turned a limp olive green.

So what is the novice, quivering with anxiety and expecting some nice person to turn up hungry in a number of hours, to do? The novice should try some fairly easy dish that requires long cooking. The novice should consult several recipes and read them over a few times until he or she has gotten the parts straight in his or her mind. And the novice should call up the best cook he or she knows and listen to what that person says. And then the novice should stick to it.

I had a friend whose experience in the kitchen centered around opening cans of Irish potatoes and putting a hamburger into a pan while the frozen French-cut string beans were boiling. She got engaged to a very sociable fellow who liked to entertain, and she needed a party dish. I gave her my tried and true recipe for chili (which I got from the best cook I know) and explained every detail carefully. This is why a friend beats a cookbook hands down: you can’t cross-examine a cookbook.

The day after the dinner party she called to say that the chili was kind of weird.

“Weird?” I said. “How could it be weird?”

“Well,” she said, “as I was putting it together this guy called. He lives in Nebraska and I used to go out with him. He told me that he always put some cinnamon and turmeric in his chili, so I did.”

My lessons in cooking came from my mother, a wonderful cook who makes, among other things, a savory, never-fail straightforward beef stew. As you gather courage, after cooking it a dozen times, you can begin to experiment and refine your technique. In no time at all you will be making true daube cooked between two sheets of pork rind with a calf’s foot thrown in, but that is for later. This is for now.

Extremely Easy Old-Fashioned Beef Stew


1. For two people I suggest two and a half pounds of stewing beef, which will provide leftovers. Have the butcher cut the beef into cubes. After a while you will do this yourself to get the exact size you want.

2. Put one cup of white flour into a paper bag with two tablespoons of paprika and three or four twists of the pepper grinder. Shake gently. Beef stew does not require salt.

3. Put half the cubes in the bag, shake, remove with your hands or a slotted spoon, and then add the rest and shake.

4. Heat about ¼ cup of olive oil in a skillet, turn down the flame, and fry the meat gently until the flour begins to turn color. It does not have to be evenly done. The true purpose of this is to add color and depth to the sauce.

5. Put half the meat into a deep casserole and sprinkle with two cloves of chopped garlic. Add one carrot scraped and cut into chunks, one onion quartered (one quarter stuck with two cloves), and one medium Idaho potato peeled or unpeeled, as you like, also cut in chunks. Add the rest of the browned meat, another carrot, onion, potato and another clove of chopped garlic.

6. Into the skillet pour one cup of red wine, stir in one four-ounce can of tomato sauce and two tablespoons of tomato paste. Cook down, stirring all the time (about four minutes), take off the fire and pour over the meat.

7. Cover the casserole and cook at 300° for at least three hours. You can put this in the oven and go about your business. Cook for the last fifteen minutes with the cover off.



You serve this with noodles, for which you follow the directions on the package. You can serve these noodles with butter, or with olive oil, or with grated cheese and chopped scallion.

As to the rest of the meal, it is simply too draining for a first-timer to provide everything. A salad requires only a bunch of watercress, some oil and vinegar, salt and pepper. If you have your heart set on baking a cake, invite friends in for dessert only and forget dinner. Step by step is the motto here.

And as every cook knows, and every cook was once a novice of some sort or another, you can always experiment on yourself and your loved ones.

Keep in mind that you should always apologize and never explain and that if the ultimate in horror takes place, there is one sure remedy.

Once upon a time some old friends of my husband’s came for dinner. I had never met these people, and I had also never cooked those dry, filled tortellini you find in packages in Italian food shops. I have come to realize that these are meant for soup—or they ought to be—but I cooked a large pot of them and we all sat down.

It is a strange feeling to have pasta first crunch and then stick to your teeth, no matter how nice the sauce is. My husband and I exchanged glances. His friends, it was clear, had smoked a considerable amount of marijuana before coming to us, but even they noticed that something was funny.

“Hey,” said one of these friends, “wouldn’t it be groovy if we could dump this whatever it is in the garbage and go out for dinner?”

So that is what we did. If all else fails, eat out, and while you are smiling through your tears, remember that novices usually make the same terrible mistake only once.


[image: ]





[image: Penguin walking logo]
The Low-Tech Person’s Batterie de Cuisine

How depressing it is to open a cookbook whose first chapter is devoted to equipment. You look around your kitchen. No chinoise! No flan ring! No salamander! How are you ever going to get anything cooked? What sort of a person is it who doesn’t own a food mill?

I have been daunted for years by my lack of equipment. One summer in a rented country house I had a flirtation with my landlady’s food processor and vowed to marry one when I got home. Why, it puréed the soup! It shredded the carrots in two seconds! How had I ever lived without one? Winter came and found me in my own kitchen pushing the cooked vegetables through an old strainer and grating the carrots with one of those cylindrical tin graters with patches for shredding, grating and slicing. As ever, next to the contraption is the box of Band-Aids, since it is impossible not to grate your knuckles as well.

Instead of a food processor, I have a couple of knives, the grater, and a blender that has four speeds (all the same, as far as I can tell). Until I went to a tag sale and found a food mill for three dollars, the kitchen strainer and the wooden pestle were all I had to help me purée the soup or the vegetables.

Until, at another tag sale, I bought a hand-held electric beater for fifty cents (thirteen years ago—bought second-hand and still going strong), what egg whites or cream was whipped by me got done with a whisk in an extremely heavy and uncomfortable copper pot. The copper pot is now a decoration, but I have retained the whisk. Every home should have one. For making lump-free polenta, cream of wheat or grits, there is nothing like it.

I do not have a toaster or a juicer. Three toasters have died on me and now I toast under the broiler. I do not have a cutlet bat, a pastry pin or a pastry bag. I wish I had a mandoline, but I do not. Instead I have my knives and the knuckle-scraping grater, which makes fine scalloped potatoes. I do not have a frying basket, a charlotte mold, a stockpot, a fish poacher or a terrine. I will never have a microwave oven because I believe they are dangerous, and totally unnecessary unless you are running a fast-food operation or, like one of my cousins, you are amused by watching eggs explode.

On the other hand, I have a number of mixing bowls, and since I have so little in the way of equipment, I have lots of room for them. I have come to believe that with a few wooden spoons and rubber spatulas (I have three) many things are possible.

Most things are frills—few are essential. It is perfectly possible to cook well with very little. Most of the world cooks over fire without any gadgets at all.

Here then, for people just starting out, is a list of what I consider essentials. It is wise to keep in mind that pots and pans are like sweaters: you may have lots of them, but you find yourself using two or three over and over again.


• Two knives—one small, one large. The small cuts the vegetables, slices and pares. The large can be used to slice bread or carve the turkey or chop, as in a cleaver. These knives should be of carbon steel. Stainless steel is hopeless: it never takes a proper edge. There is no point whatsoever in a serrated knife which, in my experience, does not cut bread well. In fact, there is no point at all in anything that does only one job.

• Two wooden spoons—a long-handled one and a short-handled one.

• Two rubber spatulas. One wide, one narrow. These last only a couple of years and then the rubber heads fall off.

• A decent pair of kitchen shears, which can also be used for sewing, cutting the flowers and opening parcels.

• Two frying pans, one small, one large. The small is for cooking two eggs, a child’s lunch, a toasted cheese sandwich. The big one is for big jobs—pancakes, chicken breasts and so on. An omelet pan is a wonderful thing to have, but a large frying pan can always be used instead.

• Two cutting boards, one large, one small. The large is self-explanatory. The small is for mincing a clove of garlic, chopping a few sprigs of parsley or slicing one egg.

• Two roasting pans. A big one for the turkey and a medium-sized one, preferably earthenware, which holds and distributes heat better for baking eggplant parmigiana, roasting a chicken. Such a pan can double as a gratin.

• Two soup kettles, one four-quart, one ten. Mine are white enamel over steel and come from the local hardware store. They have many uses: making soup, steaming vegetables, cooking spaghetti.

• A heavy-lidded casserole, enamel over cast iron or earthenware, for stews and daubes and chili.

• A pair of cheap tongs—no kitchen is complete without them. For picking up asparagus or other vegetables, for pulling the stuck spaghetti from the bottom of the pot, for grabbing cookies that have fallen off the sheet in the oven. Tongs can easily be unbent to form one long arm with which to retrieve things that you have accidentally kicked under the stove, and then they can be bent back into tongs again.

• One all-purpose grater.

• One little bitty grater, the size of a fly swatter, for grating a little cheese for the pasta, garlic, ginger or egg.

• Mixing bowls. As far as I am concerned, the more the better, but three in a nest—small, medium and large—will do.

• A sharp-pronged fork. This has endless uses and if it is good-looking enough it can be used to serve fried chicken.



Of course there are special interests that must be catered to. I own something called a chicken fryer—a large, straight-sided skillet with a domed top. I use it twice a year to fry chicken, and while it takes up space, it is the right tool for the job. I am also thinking of investing in a lemon zester, since my family is crazy about madeleines and the grater doesn’t get enough zest off. My sister cannot live without her wok, a wonderfully versatile implement that I have never cozied up to.

As to baking, which requires a great deal of specific equipment, my motto is: never buy anything except at a tag sale. The tag, house or garage sale is the low-tech cook’s happy hunting ground. People are constantly getting rid of bundt pans and springforms and bread tins. While it is true that you can always bake a meat loaf in a bread pan, a bundt pan is useful generally for making a bundt cake. My brioche mold cost two dollars and I have never paid more than fifty cents for a cake tin. A person might easily get along with a baking sheet, a muffin pan and a cake tin, but things get quickly out of hand when you start baking and one day you realize that you have acquired a tart ring, a couple of pudding basins and a madeleine pan and are hankering for a pizza tile.

But the world is full of people being ingenious. Most people have never heard of a savarin or a turk’s head mold. I myself once cooked spaghetti in a champagne bucket, and while it is always nice to have a useful thing that does the job handily, it is a fact that you can do anything a food processor can do and do it even during a power failure.

Certain things are totally useless (a matter entirely of personal taste): the electric knife, the garlic press, the electric pasta machine, the pastry blender.

For those who own nothing but one knife and one pot, here is the ultimate one-pot meal, taught to me by a working mother.

Sautéed Vegetables and Poached Egg in One Pot


1. Take a few vegetables—a little green zucchini, a little yellow one, a few snow peas, a small sliced onion (or whatever you like)—and gently sauté them in butter with minced garlic to taste. The idea is not to fry them but to get them tender. They should be partially covered to let out a little of their own juice.

2. Take the cover off, grind on some black pepper, push the vegetables against the sides of the pot (or pan or skillet: anything will do) and melt a little more butter. Break in one or two eggs, depending on how hungry you are, and cover until the eggs are cooked. They will have partially poached in the butter and vegetable liquor.

3. If you are civilized, you can arrange the vegetables on a plate and put the egg on top. If you are not, you can eat it right out of the pot. If you want some grated cheese, you can scrape it with your knife.



While you are eating this satisfying dinner (perhaps with your sharp little kitchen fork), you can reflect that the common kitchen knife can reduce nuts to powder, mince meat as well as any grinder with less mess, as well as shred the cabbage for cole slaw.

Always keep these points in mind:


• If someone happens to give you one of those slicers that slices hard cheese, it can always be used as a spatula.

• A double boiler is a handy thing to have but you will use its two separate parts more often than you will use it as a double boiler. A makeshift double boiler can easily be rigged up out of two pots.

• A coffee grinder will grind nuts and spices and can be easily cleaned with a damp cloth.

• In a pinch, you can always use a wine bottle as a rolling pin.
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Alone in the Kitchen with an Eggplant

For eight years I lived in a one-room apartment a little larger than the Columbia Encyclopedia. It is lucky I never met Wilt Chamberlain because if I had invited him in for coffee he would have been unable to spread his arms in my room, which was roughly seven by twenty.

I had enough space for a twin-sized bed, a very small night table, and a desk. This desk, which I use to this day, was meant for a child of, say, eleven. At the foot of my bed was a low table that would have been a coffee table in a normal apartment. In mine it served as a lamp stand, and beneath it was a basket containing my sheets and towels. Next to a small fireplace, which had an excellent draw, was a wicker armchair and an ungainly wicker footstool which often served as a table of sorts.

Instead of a kitchen, this minute apartment featured a metal counter. Underneath was a refrigerator the size of a child’s playhouse. On top was what I called the stove but which was only two electric burners—in short, a hot plate.

Many people found this place charming, at least for five minutes or so. Many thought I must be insane to live in so small a space, but I loved my apartment and found it the coziest place on earth. It was on a small street in Greenwich Village and looked out over a mews of shabby little houses
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