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Dedication

To my brothers—Leo, Gabriel, and Evan, who all desperately need my help in the kitchen and could benefit from reading a book—and to our sister, who likely can’t read this because she’s a dog.
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Welcome
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Some people save lives; I make avocado toast. I have always read cookbooks from cover to cover like novels. I’ve been hooked on them ever since I found old editions of The New York Times Cookbook and Mastering the Art of French Cooking in the one-dollar bin at my school’s used book fair. Even in high school, the rainbow of Barefoot Contessa spines filled my bedroom bookshelf.

In my early teens, I taught myself to cook by reading all those scavenged books and watching instructional videos online. I would then experiment every day in the kitchen and bring goodies into school for my friends to taste. I always found recipes more interesting when they included explanations rooted in food science. It’s much easier to remember techniques if you actually understand why they work—otherwise, they just sound like an arbitrary order of operations!

My self-teaching and researching prepared me to work at a bakery and start a food blog in high school. These experiences then led me to teach cooking classes at Williams-Sonoma, and take more than a dozen college classes in food science, culinary arts, agricultural science, and nutrition.



The process of writing a cookbook is slow. It takes two years from signing with a publisher for the book to actually get to the shelves, and that was three years after I had the concept.



The process of writing a cookbook is slow. It takes two years from signing with a publisher for the book to actually get to the shelves, and that was three years after I had the concept. I had the idea for this book in 2018, during my freshman year of college. At that point, I had maintained a little food blog for three years. My grandma Karen was probably the only one really reading those early recipes, but it was satisfying enough for me just to see all my favorite recipes put in one place, like a virtual cookbook of my own. At that time, I was already eager to write a proper cookbook, so I reached out to Jenn Segal, a cookbook author I admired, who graciously agreed to take a call from me. She told me something to the effect of, “It’s a great idea, but it’s nearly impossible to get published as an unknown.” She advised it was probably best to focus on growing the blog. Even though I was disappointed by the reality check, knowing what I know now, her advice was 100 percent spot-on. Even if you have the best idea ever, it can be extremely difficult to get a book agent’s attention, let alone a publisher’s. After our conversation, I made a few tweaks to the theme of my blog, but mostly I just sat on the idea.

A year and a half later, in March 2020, my friends and I were sent home from college as the Covid pandemic took force. With only a few days’ notice, I had to pack up my first college apartment, without knowing if I’d ever be back. Like many others, I turned to TikTok to find some escape from the chaos unfolding around me. I started my channel, making recipes with the random ingredients I had to use up in my pantry before I left school—everything had to go! To my surprise, the videos actually garnered views, likes, and comments.

Although working in a professional bakery improved my chops, I still consider myself first and foremost a home cook, and I never ever call myself a chef, which is a title you really need to earn. To give myself some credit, I do think I’m pretty good at cooking, but mostly because of my interest and curiosity. I spend an extraordinary amount of time reading about food, trying new things, and learning about the science of cooking . . . but I don’t think I’m ever going to be a Dominique Crenn or a Thomas Keller. If I had to guess, I’d say my particular aptitude lies in communication before anything else. If I have one talent, I like to think it’s my ability to explain anything I’ve learned—whether it’s to a five-year-old, a twenty-year-old, or an expert in that field. I discovered this at Williams-Sonoma, first when I taught some baking demonstrations as a high schooler (pics), then later when I was hired as an employee to teach their weekly classes. Every week my boss would hand me a recipe from corporate and tell me I was teaching it the next day! Sometimes I had to teach a recipe I had never made before, so I had to go home and practice until I was comfortable. Even though I was often a little in over my head, I always managed to rise to the occasion and learned so much in the process. I explained recipes to kids as well as adults fifty years my senior. I always held their attention, and I’d like to think they walked away with at least one new tip or technique.

As my TikTok videos gained momentum, it was exciting for sure, but I was also a college student—a sophomore at Cornell University. Getting my degree and having a full college experience was still a high priority for me. Eventually, as the Covid landscape shifted, I returned to campus as a junior, continuing with TikTok and Instagram videos while reimmersing myself in college life.

Since attending a Spanish-immersion elementary school, I’ve had a lifelong interest in foreign language. I learned to read, write, and do math in Spanish before English, despite speaking English at home. Having my first five years of grade school in Spanish keeps it ingrained in me. Even better, it was a public magnet school—gratis.

In between high school and college, I lived with a family in Spain and worked as an au pair. At Cornell, I majored in Spanish and Italian, which deepened my interest in the related European and Latin American cuisines. It’s a unique privilege to study another culture in the context of their own language using primary sources. In addition to my language courses, I took an equal number of food-related courses.

In one of my food science classes, we had to design our own ice cream flavor—and make fifty gallons of it. In an animal science class, we traveled throughout Northern Italy to learn about dairy farming and cheese production. (Though the academic portion of the course focused on dairy farming and economics, I weaseled my way into that class because of my Italian major.) I desperately wanted to learn about it all—everyone else in the class was either an animal science or agricultural science major. The majority of the other students came from dairy-farming families, so the class was a neat way to compare Italian and American farming practices. I also took horticulture and viticulture classes, pruning grape vines in Cornell’s teaching vineyard and learning how wine was made. Since it was for “education,” we got to taste wines in class, even though we were underage. On the last day of one of my horticulture classes, our professor, Dr. Marvin Pritts, a berry expert, took us to his house and made us a meal of venison from a deer he had hunted. In one of my nutrition courses, we cooked new recipes every week and had to design our own menus on a SNAP budget that still met all our nutritional requirements. Even though my college experience had its ups and downs between the pandemic and some health issues I dealt with, I still felt like I won the lottery with the number of spectacular classes I was able to take.

As my online presence grew, people started taking me more seriously, which was hilarious because I am a profoundly unserious person. (After all, I nearly named this book Cooker? I Just Met Her! just because I like the pun.) TikTok and Instagram allowed me to reach people all over the world, and talking about food gave us all a break during such a turbulent time. Finally, all the moving parts seemed to be aligning for this book to take shape.

About This Book

I am a no-BS kind of guy, so I will tell you my exact goals for this book:


	Revamp Classics—a fresh take can make your favorite dishes more accessible and more delicious.

	Share Everyday Winners—these recipes are tried and true, and grounded in staple ingredients. No need to shop for ten different things each time you want to make a new recipe.

	Be the New Guide—I may come from Gen Z, but this book is for all ages, from curious kids to busy parents, empty-nesters and single adults. No experience? No problem. Decades of experience? I bet I can still pique your interest.



I rarely set out to reinvent the wheel when I am cooking. If we’re being honest, there aren’t a lot of genuinely new recipes being invented. Big Cookbook probably doesn’t want me to say it, but 99 percent of the time, we’re making our own version of an already existing concept. I have trouble with the pretense of claiming that I created all these recipes out of thin air, and it’s frankly not what I set out to do. I am not the first person to make crispy potatoes or vodka pasta, and I sure as heck won’t be the last. If I can’t be the genius who originally figured it all out, I might as well focus on how best to explain these recipes instead. It surprises many people to learn that you can’t copyright a list of ingredients. Maybe that’s why KFC and Coca-Cola guard their formulas so tightly. That said, you could give one hundred people the same ingredients and still get one hundred slightly different outcomes. The only part of a recipe you can truly (and legally) claim for yourself are the directions! I always find this fact a bit astonishing, but also a bit sweet because the method is where you can add a personal touch. You’ll find this book is filled with tried-and-true recipes, sprinkled with nuggets of food-science tips, and peppered with occasional unexpected twists and turns.

I aim to strike a balance with my recipes—easy enough for a first-timer and still engaging enough for the more experienced cook. I made the recipes in this book more accessible by limiting the number of extraneous ingredients and streamlining the equipment required. I didn’t want anyone to have to search high and low for a laundry list of rare ingredients or to spend hundreds of dollars on a sous vide system. Many recipes draw only from my list of staple ingredients, and the recipes that focus on a specific protein or vegetable are still heavily grounded in those staples, which I always keep on hand.



You’ll find this book is filled with tried-and-true recipes, sprinkled with nuggets of food-science tips, and peppered with occasional unexpected twists and turns.



I won’t ask anyone to stock up on unnecessary impulse-buy gadgets, but I will point out when it’s worth investing in a multipurpose item such as a decent blender, which is good not only for smoothies but also soups, vinaigrettes, and pesto. I prefer simple, multiuse kitchen tools, like a good chef’s knife, tongs, and a Microplane.

Sometimes, I find that recipes muddle the technique behind them; even when you follow them perfectly, it can be a challenge to understand the steps along the way. It’s like following a GPS in the car, then realizing you have no idea how you arrived at the destination. Whether it’s a cherished family recipe, something I learned from another cook, or something I came up with on my own, I try to convey recipes in a clear format that not only guarantees success, but also hopefully teaches something new along the way.

The recipes I’ve included in this book sometimes cover similar ground or feature the same essential principles with varied ingredients or flavors, but this is on purpose—it helps to highlight the underlying technique. For example, you might first make crispy roast potatoes, and later try the crispy sweet potatoes, too, noticing and appreciating the similarities and differences.

I hope the pages of this book become dog-eared and spattered with everyday use. The takeaway from making each one of my roast chicken recipes should be how to roast a chicken, rather than the ingredients of one specific recipe. That way, when you’re stranded on a desert island, you’ll be able to figure it out over an open fire. Or something like that.

—Buen provecho, buon appetito and bon appétit!




Staple Ingredients

At a Glance

Staple ingredients are the ones I always have on hand, no matter what. If I run out, they need to be replaced. I consider other ingredients, like certain veggies and all proteins, “star ingredients,” since I stock them based on what looks good at the store, what’s on sale, and what’s in season. About one-third of my recipes can be made using only staple ingredients, and the rest are made with just a few star ingredients added. In this book, star ingredients are underlined, so you can see at a glance what staples you may already have on hand and what star ingredients you may need to pick up.

The list that follows is a starting point, not an end point.

This list is not meant to limit you in any way. It is based on what I personally buy for my own kitchen, but everyone is entitled to their own likes and dislikes. Don’t like spicy foods? Leave out the Calabrian chili bomba paste, red pepper flakes, and chili powder. Vegan? Use veggie stock and ditch the dairy section. Some people will look at ten spices and wonder how on earth they will ever use them all; meanwhile others will feel that the ten I chose barely scratch the surface of their daily use. Please feel empowered to tweak the list to your personal taste and food culture.
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All the illustrations were hand-painted by my grandma Nan


Oils


	Good extra-virgin olive oil

	Neutral oil (such as peanut or avocado)

	Toasted sesame oil



Vinegars


	Apple cider vinegar

	Balsamic vinegar

	Unseasoned rice wine vinegar



Flavorful Liquids


	Chicken stock

	Soy sauce

	Wine



Cans


	Canned beans

	Canned whole tomatoes

	Coconut milk (not light)



White Powders + Dry Goods


	Diamond Crystal kosher salt (see note on seasoning)

	Potato starch

	All-purpose flour

	Panko bread crumbs

	Baking powder

	Baking soda

	Granulated sugar

	Brown sugar

	Dried pasta

	Rolled oats

	Rice

	Nuts

	Dates

	Dried cranberries



Condiments


	Calabrian chili bomba paste

	Dijon mustard

	Maple syrup

	Sweet chili sauce

	Pomegranate molasses

	Apricot jam

	Honey

	White miso

	Tomato paste

	Chicken or beef bouillon paste



Dairy + Eggs*


	Heavy cream

	Crème fraîche (or sour cream)

	Whole milk Greek yogurt

	Whole milk

	Butter

	Large eggs

	Parmigiano Reggiano

	Cream cheese

	Pecorino Romano



Seasonings


	Herbes de Provence

	Black pepper

	Dried oregano

	Szeged sweet paprika

	Ground cumin

	Za’atar

	Garlic powder

	Ground cinnamon

	Red pepper flakes

	Sesame seeds



Plants


	Garlic

	Fresh ginger

	Bird’s eye chili, also called Thai chili

	Cilantro

	Celery

	Jalapeño

	Shallots

	Onions

	Potatoes

	Carrots

	Lemons

	Limes

	Parsley

	Rosemary



Baking-Specific Extras


	Semisweet chocolate

	Powdered sugar

	Vanilla extract (I use homemade; see my recipe)

	Rainbow sprinkles
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This list is designed to mirror my shopping habits.

When I head to the grocery store, I have two broad categories of foods in my mind: staples and stars. Staple Ingredients are the ones from this list. These are my dependable, tried-and-true workhorses. Star Ingredients are fresh, seasonal fruits, vegetables, and proteins. On a typical food-shopping day, I replenish whatever staples I am running low on, then choose two or three star produce items and two or three star proteins. Some people like to go in with a concrete plan in mind. Personally, I like to see what looks good, and then choose star ingredients based on what inspires me in the moment.
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Staples in Depth

Because the staple ingredients are so important to the book, I wanted to dedicate some space to briefly talk about each one. They are listed here in alphabetical order. I am including a few brand names based on what I use in my own kitchen, because it may help you find the exact item. If you’re starting with a bare cupboard, my list might seem like a lot. And even if you cook frequently, you might see a handful of items or brands you don’t typically stock. But having an arsenal of good-quality ingredients always on hand means that even the simplest meal is going to taste amazing.
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	All-purpose flour: Such as King Arthur brand. Your go-to for baking, dredging meats, and roux making.

	Apple cider vinegar: It adds a friendly brightness to braises and vinaigrettes without an overbearing pungency. I buy the generic brand.

	Apricot jam: Such as Bonne Maman. A flavorful way to add sweetness to a dish; melts into sauces. Make a vinaigrette inside a near-empty jar, or just make a PB and J.

	Baking powder: Such as Rumford. It’s a mix of baking soda plus a powdered acid and cornstarch, so it does not require another acidic ingredient in the recipe to create lift.

	Baking soda: Such as Arm & Hammer brand. An alkaline leavener indispensable for baking, it’s three to four times more concentrated than baking powder. Usually used in combination with an acid in a recipe, such as lemon, yogurt, buttermilk, or vinegar. You can also keep a box in the fridge to reduce odors.

	Balsamic vinegar: Did you know it’s made from grapes? For salad dressings, marinades, sauces, or drizzling over cooked vegetables. Top-quality balsamic vinegar is aged twelve-plus years and is very sweet and very expensive—you don’t need that kind for daily use.

	Bird’s eye chili or Thai chili: Roughly ten times hotter than a jalapeño but less hot than a habanero or Scotch bonnet. I like to use it in stir-fries and sauces.

	Black pepper: I use it in almost every savory dish. Never ever use preground pepper; it tastes like sawdust (and a shaker is no more convenient than a grinder).

	Brown sugar: The molasses inside adds nuance and moisture in baking. Not just for baking, also good in spice rubs!

	Butter: There is no substitute for real butter. My go-to is Kerrygold unsalted, but any European-style butter is recommended. American-style butter tends to have 1 to 5 percent more water in it compared to European. Many European butters are salted and cultured, and while they may speak more languages than us, I mean “cultured” in the fermented yogurty way . . . While cultured salted butter is delicious on bread, I use unsalted butter for most things in the kitchen. You can always add salt, but you can’t remove it if it’s already there. Many people don’t know that butter is extremely low in lactose, containing only trace amounts, meaning lactose-intolerant people who are not allergic to other chemicals in dairy usually tolerate butter with no issues. Store extra in the freezer.

	Calabrian chili bomba paste: This is probably the most niche ingredient on the list, but they have it at Trader Joe’s, and it’s easily purchased online. It’s spicy, a bit sour, and a little funky. Great in salad dressing and sauces.

	Canned beans: I usually have at least chickpeas and black beans on hand. One thing to note is the texture can vary by brand; Trader Joe’s chickpeas, for example, tend to be firmer (less cooked).

	Canned whole San Marzano tomatoes: Unless it’s tomato season, canned tomatoes will be more reliable than fresh at the grocery store. They are picked and preserved at their peak ripeness.

	Carrots: Versatile, sweet, hardy, cheap. They stay good in the fridge for a long time, but you can prolong their freshness even more by cutting as desired and storing in a jar of water in the fridge.

	Celery: Carrots’ best friend. Even next to each other alphabetically! While large sticks of it raw do not appeal to me, a fine mince of raw celery adds so much freshness to something like an egg salad. It’s also essential in mirepoix and soffritto—at the base of many dishes.

	Chicken or beef bouillon paste: Such as Organic Better Than Bouillon. Extremely useful in a pinch, offers very concentrated flavor, and keeps in the fridge for a long time. They make a vegan version too.

	Chicken stock: For soups and sauces and stews. Sub veggie if need be. Can be skipped if using a good quality bouillon paste.

	Cilantro: Parsley’s evil twin (at least, for those who don’t like the taste—it’s a genetic trait . . . but I can’t live without it).

	Coconut milk (full-fat): For stews, some baking, and many Southeast Asian and Caribbean dishes.

	Cream cheese: Such as Philadelphia. Not just for bagels. Can be mixed into savory sauces, used as the base of dips or fillings, or made into frosting. Store extra in the freezer.

	Crème fraîche: Sour cream’s richer cousin. Great dolloped on top of potatoes or soup, or swirled into sauces.

	Dates: A natural sweetener, great whole or chopped into little bites. I tend to buy ones on the smaller side if I am cooking with them and not eating them plain. Soak them in water for 10 to 15 minutes, drain, blend with a couple teaspoons of water, and add salt for a caramel-like sauce free of refined sugar.

	Diamond Crystal kosher salt: For everything except whipped cream. It’s very important to remember that the relative intensity of a salt depends on the density of the variety and brand (see here for more). Morton kosher salt tends to taste about twice as salty as Diamond Crystal because it’s denser; if you are substituting Morton, use half as much as my recipes call for. I recommend avoiding iodized salt; it’s not doing your food any favors.

	Dijon mustard: Emulsifies vinaigrettes, adds complex flavor to other dishes. Even if you think you don’t like it, it is worth putting a little bit in your salad dressing!

	Dried cranberries: Good in salads, baked goods, and on top of oatmeal. Can melt into braising liquid.

	Dried oregano: One of the only herbs I like better dried. Adds earthiness.

	Dried pasta: For best quality, look for bronze-die extruded and slowly dried pasta. My preferred grocery store brand is De Cecco, and for a premium option, I love Afeltra, but there are many good options, including Wegmans’ Amore brand tagliatelle.

	Eggs: I buy large ones. Great on their own, necessary in most baking.

	Fresh ginger: Indispensable in Asian cuisines, also great in baked goods. Can be stored in the freezer to make it last longer (and it’s easier to grate).

	Fresh rosemary: A woody herb, it has a better texture when it’s cooked. There’s nothing like it on chicken or potatoes.

	Garlic: Pungent when raw; sweet and mild when cooked. Use it in the base of a sauce, stuff a chicken with a whole head of it, or roast it.

	Garlic powder: Tastes different than fresh garlic, and adds intense cooked-garlic flavor to spice rubs and flour dredges.

	Good extra-virgin olive oil: Good olive oil is actually fresh-pressed olive juice, and it should be enjoyed and replenished frequently. Dark glass bottles help preserve freshness. It’s very personal in terms of what varieties will be your favorites. Extra-virgin olive oil is my go-to oil for most European and Mediterranean dishes. Don’t use it for everything, though; I find it tastes strange when paired with East Asian flavors. Pick something good enough to eat raw, but not terribly expensive.

	Granulated sugar: Such as Domino brand. A baking staple, but don’t ignore its utility in balancing out savory dishes.

	Ground cinnamon: Versatile spice for a pop of warm sweetness.

	Ground cumin: For aromatic and nutty flavor. Good in many different cuisines. I use ground for most things, but whole can be especially good in South Asian dishes.

	Heavy cream: Makes for rich sauces and baked goods. I look for heavy cream without additional ingredients and, when possible, one that isn’t ultrapasteurized.

	Herbes de Provence: A French spice blend that includes thyme, rosemary, oregano, and marjoram. Sometimes it has lavender too. Can be sizzled in oil to awaken the flavor.

	Honey: A natural sweetener, can balance savory dishes or be used in baking as well. I look for raw, local varieties.

	Jalapeño: A vegetal spicy pepper on the milder side. Good sautéed and raw. Did you know chipotles are dried and smoked ripe jalapeños?

	Lemons: Bright, acidic, good in almost every Western cuisine. Bottled lemon juice is never a good substitute for the real thing. See here for more on bottled juice.

	Limes: Irreplaceable in tropical cuisines. A squeeze of lime can be the finishing touch that makes an okay dish great. Bottled lime juice does not do the flavor justice. See here for more on bottled juice.

	Maple syrup: I buy Grade A amber “rich taste” or Grade A dark “robust taste.” Natural sweetener, good in copious amounts on top of pancakes, but also in baked goods and to balance acidity in salad dressings and sauces.

	Neutral oil: I prefer peanut or avocado oil. Good for high heat, frying, baking, and whenever flavorful oils like olive or sesame are not appropriate.

	Nuts: I usually keep three types on hand to use in recipes: slivered almonds, pine nuts, and candied walnuts.

	Onion: I usually have red and yellow on hand. Can be eaten raw or used as the base of infinite sauces and dishes. Cheap kitchen workhorse.

	Panko bread crumbs: Gets things crispy when you use it in a dredge! Can also be used inside black bean burgers or meatballs.

	Parmigiano Reggiano: Pure savory and umami flavor. A lactose-free cheese. Don’t buy the pregrated. For everyday use, aged twenty-four months is good. Real Parmigiano Reggiano will say “Parmigiano Reggiano” exactly on the label or signage, and it will be stamped on the rind. Impostors may be labeled as “parmesan” or “Parmesan Reggiano.” See here for more info.

	Parsley: Adds a fairly neutral freshness to a dish. One of my most used garnishes.

	Pecorino Romano: A sheep’s milk cheese, a bit saltier and funkier than Parmigiano.

	Pomegranate molasses: Concentrated pomegranate juice popular in Persian and Middle Eastern cuisines. Sweet-and-sour flavor is great in marinades and salad dressings. Also just amazing mixed with extra-virgin olive oil as a bread dip. One of the few ingredients that might be challenging to find, but available online, at a store like Whole Foods, or your local Middle Eastern grocer. You can also make it yourself with pomegranate juice, sugar, and lemon juice.

	Potatoes: I usually have some russets and some yellow potatoes on hand.

	Potato starch: Good for thickening sauces, or as a coating to get things crispy. You can substitute cornstarch if needed.

	Red pepper flakes: Offers a neutral heat.

	Rice: My personal favorite brand is Nishiki. I also usually stock jasmine and arborio rice. Different cuisines favor different varieties, and it is best to adjust accordingly.

	Rolled oats: For oatmeal and granola. Can be made into oat flour with a blender, and also good in crumble desserts.

	Sesame seeds: Add a pleasant nuttiness to Asian and Middle Eastern dishes, also great in baking.

	Shallots: Onion’s garlicky cousin. A little sweeter and more flavorful.

	Soy sauce: Ubiquitous in East Asian recipes, but also a flavorful way to add salt in Western dishes. A couple teaspoons can go a long way in a sauce, stew, or marinade. You can also substitute a gluten-free tamari.

	Sweet chili sauce: Mostly sweet and a little spicy, it’s a good shortcut condiment to keep in the fridge. Use it in marinades, sauces, or on its own.

	Szeged sweet paprika: My mom lived in Hungary for two years, where they take paprika very seriously. This is the best type that can be easily found at most US grocery stores.

	Toasted sesame oil: Aromatic, for use mostly in East Asian dishes. It has a fairly high smoke point, but is often best drizzled on as a finishing touch to a dish.

	Tomato paste: I like the type that comes in a toothpaste-style tube, so you can easily use a little at a time. Make sure to always cook it in oil for a few minutes before adding liquid.

	Unseasoned rice wine vinegar: For bright East Asian flavors.

	White miso: Adds salt and savoriness in marinades or swirled in sauces. Can also be used in baking. Some brands have gluten, some don’t (gluten-free brands are usually labeled as such; otherwise assume it has gluten).

	Whole milk: For coffee, oatmeal, cereal, baking.

	Whole milk Greek yogurt: Such as FAGE brand. Season it and use as a chicken marinade, or use it in baking to add moisture and lightness.

	Wine: I keep at least one red and one dry white. These don’t have to be expensive, but use something good enough to drink. No “cooking wine.” Good for depth of flavor in sauces and for deglazing pans. For an alcohol-free substitute, use verjus.

	Za’atar mix: The word za’atar itself refers to a specific type of thyme-related herb, and the mix also called za’atar contains sesame seeds and sumac. It’s great in marinades, on meat, and classically with bread and olive oil.




Is Cheese Vegetarian?

[image: image]

Most traditional cheeses including Parmigiano Reggiano are made with animal rennet. Rennet is a mix of enzymes used to coagulate milk, allowing you to separate the curds and whey (like Little Miss Muffet). Curds are the solids that become the cheese itself, and whey is a protein-rich liquid byproduct of cheesemaking, which can be used to make ricotta and protein powders, and as an ingredient in animal feed.

Until 1990, almost all cheeses were made with animal rennet, which is extracted from the stomach lining of a young ruminant, such as a calf. Only a tiny amount is needed; the average 1 kg of cheese (2.2 lbs) contains 0.0003g of rennet enzymes.

In 1990, Pfizer introduced the first FDA-approved genetically modified food ingredient, fermentation-produced chymosin (FPC), a rennet that comes from fungus but is marketed as “vegetable rennet.” Since then, most industrial cheesemaking has switched over to FPC because it is much cheaper than animal rennet. Nevertheless, many cheeses like Parmigiano Reggiano maintain traditional methods, and would lose certifications if they deviated.

Animal rennet is a bit of a gray area for some vegetarians, since it comes from enzymes inside a calf’s stomach, but it’s not literally meat. This gets philosophical really fast, and it comes down to how you define vegetarian and how you define meat.

For example, is being vegetarian not eating steak or not killing the cow? Unlike with veganism, which is an ethical ideology more than a diet alone (including prohibitions on non-food animal products such leather), I think vegetarian tends to refer more to diet alone.

It becomes more nuanced when you consider that
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