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INTRODUCTION

Fried, steamed, or barbecued? In the end, it doesnt matter, because everyones crazy about shrimp. Its the worlds most popular fresh seafood. (Only canned tuna surpasses these little crustaceans.) U.S. cooks and consumers ate 963,000,000 pounds in 2000. And to think shrimp was bait a century ago.

When you bite into a perfectly prepared shrimp, its meat sweet and moist, you may wonder why it deserved all the health-scare press it got in the 1990s. While admittedly high in cholesterol, shrimp actually contributes to better ratios between LDL (bad cholesterol) and HDL (good cholesterol). Shrimp also lowers triglycerides in the blood. And a quarter-pound serving has only 80 calories, with less than 1 gram of fat.

Over the last year, weve been on a quest for the new-and-different and the tried-and-true. We tasted a stew of shrimp and pastis at a country hotel in Provence. In Denver, far from either coast, we found an authentic Japanese country restaurant, serving the finest tempura this side of Kyoto. And one spring night, we wandered from one Queens diner to the next, searching for the consummate example of that East Coast staple, shrimp scampi.

As you may have noticed, The Ultimate Shrimp Book is part of an ongoing series that includes The Ultimate Ice Cream Book, The Ultimate Party Drink Book, and The Ultimate Candy Book. Shrimp? friends asked when we started. How does that fit with the others?

Easily. Shrimp is fun food, party food: quick, simple, and satisfying.

In this book, there are standards you probably havent thought of in years, like Shrimp Thermidor and Shrimp à la King. There are also plenty of modern favorites, like Popcorn Shrimp and Kung Pao Shrimp. And there are some surprising treats, like Black Pepper Caramel Shrimp, a Vietnamese delicacy. As in all the Ultimate books, these basic recipes are pushed to new heights with variations. Once you master a basic recipe and some of the variations, try making up your own variations. That way, shrimp, the ultimate fun food, will be as fun for you to make as it is to eat.







Shrimp: The Skinny

In this chapter, well follow shrimp through their culinary life. Along the way, well address a few health concerns, tell you how to size shrimp, and offer tests for freshness.

FROM THE OCEAN TO THE MARKET

Ah, the Pleasures of the Sea!

Theyre fast growing few. The Sea of Japan, once teeming with shrimp, is now almost barren. The mangrove swamps of Malaysia, the habitat for some of the worlds best shrimp, are being eradicated to satisfy the worlds hunger. And industrial contaminants have pushed Atlantic shrimping as far north as Greenland.

All is not lost. In 1990, there were no shrimp farms in the United States. Today, they constitute a thirty-five-million-dollar industry. Theyre sprouting up even faster in Central and South America, a gold mine for fledgling economies.

That said, there are still a few pockets in the ocean where shrimp are caught wild, where the harvest is nondestructive. The best lie off the Baja Peninsula. The white shrimp found there are the yardstick against which most farmed shrimp are measured.

Fresh Shrimp Probably Arent

Almost every shrimp available in North America and Europe, whether wild-caught or farmed, was flash-frozen the moment it was harvested. Unless you live within fifteen minutes of the ocean, or are fortunate enough to live near a Chinese community where shrimp are sold live from saltwater tanks, never-frozen shrimp simply arent available.

Actually, thats the good news. Flash-freezing ensures a shrimps freshnessas do certain chemicals. The FDA permits two additives. Sodium tripolyphosphate preserves the moisture content of shelled shrimp. Like beef or chicken, shrimp meat dehydrates when its exposed to the air. Bathing it in sodium tripolyphosphate allows a thin, gelatinous, moisture-sealing coating to form around the meat. But if youre leery of such chemistry, or are on a low-sodium diet, buy shrimp in their shells and peel them yourself.

Sodium bisulfite, the second additive, eliminates black spot (or melanosis), a natural condition caused by a digestive enzyme that runs amuck in the meat once the shrimps killed. In the initial stage, the enzyme causes black dots; in more advanced cases, black rings. Black spot is not harmful, just unsavoryand a pretty sure indication that the shrimp has been mishandled during processing.

For most of us, sodium bisulfite, like sulfites in red wine, presents no problems. But if youre allergic to sulfites, youll most likely react to it. To get around it, buy organic or nonadditive shrimp (organic is the industry term; nonadditive the governmental one in the United States and Canada). To guarantee that your shrimp are chemical-free, ask to see the box they were packaged in. Your fishmonger should be happy to let you have a look.

One surefire way to avoid problems is to buy shrimp exactly the way your fishmonger doesfrozen, in 3- or 5-pound boxes. You may find these in the freezer cases of gourmet supermarkets, or you can ask your fishmonger to sell you one directly. Youll end up with perfect shrimp, sealed in a double layer of protective ice (called double glazing). If youre lucky enough to land one of these boxes, they should be thawed for 2 to 3 days in your refrigerator, on a lipped baking sheet to catch the runoff. Yes, with 5 pounds, you might have more than you want, but you can always use what you need for the recipe, then steam the rest (see page 180) and keep them in the freezer in a freezer-safe bag. Refreezing is the safest way to store shrimp once youve cooked them; never refreeze raw shrimp.

Off with Their Heads!

Although we North Americans may cry it, were the only ones who do. Around the globe, shrimp heads are a delicacy.

In Manhattans hopping Chinatown, during spring and fall, the dim sum parlors are buzzing every Sunday morning with shrimp and hot peppers, fresh from the fryer. Each shrimp, no more than three inches long, is deep-friedhead, feelers, legs, tail and all. Pure magic, all crunch.

If youre lucky enough to find shrimp with their heads on, buy 50% more than the recipe calls for (the head accounts for about that much weight). You can cook them whole, and your family can snap off the heads and suck out the juices, just as they do with crawfish in New Orleans. Or you can snap off the heads before cooking and save them in your freezer to make fish stock.

FROM THE MARKET TO YOUR REFRIGERATOR

Use Your Nose and Eyes

To tell if shrimp are at their peak, just smell them (ask your fishmonger to hold up a handful). They should have little odor, just a hint of the sea, clean and bright.

A shrimp should not smell like


Ammonia or rotten eggs: its undoubtedly old.

Chlorine: Washing shrimp in chlorine to kill bacteria is legal, but not acceptable.

Gasoline: the harvesting trawler was leaking fuel into its belly.



After youve smelled the shrimp, look at themand beware two ominous colors. Avoid a shrimp thats dark pink around its shell segments. Yes, some are pink by nature (see page 4)but thats a rosy translucence in the meat itself. If a shrimp looks warmly pink just at the shell segments, or if it is unevenly pink on one side but not the other, chances are its been defrosted under warm water, and is thus partially cooked. Or, worse yet, its been improperly preserved, the chemical decay actually cooking the meat.

A shrimp should also not appear dusty yellow, especially around its neck (that is, the fleshy part exposed outside the shell, just where the head was snapped off). Yellowing is an indication of excessive sodium bisulfite (see page 1). The meat will be rough, like sandpaper. Tell your fishmonger to quit playing mad scientist in the back.

Size Matters

But it doesnt mean anything. Theres no governmental standard for sizing shrimp. Jumbo, large, colossal are just marketing words, some accurate, some quaint, some window dressing. For the purposes of this book, shrimp are broken into three categories, each designated by about how many shrimp make up 1 pound (or about 450 grams).




	Large
	12 to 15 per pound



	Medium
	35 to 40 per pound



	Small
	more than 55 per pound






Always buy shrimp from a market that sells them sized per pound. But there is no institutional standard among markets. You may not find large shrimp that are exactly 12 to 15 per poundyours may be 10 to 12 per pound. Fortunately, were not playing roulette. Close enough counts.

A Shrimp by Any Other Name

would still be a shrimp. But that doesnt tell you what kind it is. So lets first deal with three terms that add to the confusion:



Prawns In most of North America, a prawn means any large shrimp (usually 15 or fewer per pound). But in Great Britain, a prawn is any medium or large shrimp (35 or fewer per pound). And in the Pacific Northwest and Alaska, a prawn is a large freshwater shrimp. In the end, prawn is a term bandied about recklessly, a fearful thing for any gourmand or home cook to encounter. It is not used in this book.



Gulf Shrimp This used to mean any shrimp caught wild off the Texas coast, once the sole source for the U.S. market. Slowly, the term has morphed into a feel-good moniker for any shrimp from a warm-water locale. Unless you live in Galveston, Texas, the labels probably just window dressing.



Scampi Scampi is a Venetian word for a small clawed lobster thats now so rare, its almost gone the way of the dodo. In Italy, what are still called scampi are for the most part the original scampis close cousin: the nine- or ten-inch Norway lobster, a crustacean with large pinchers. (Norway lobsters are also called Dublin Bay shrimp, not because they were caught there, but because in the 1700s, fishing boats from Norway would enter Dublin Bay loaded with them.) But in most of the United States, scampi no longer refers to any particular crustacean at all, but rather to a preparation: baked or broiled in oil or butter with garlic. In this book, in deference to U.S. fashion, the term refers only to the preparation.



With these three confusing terms out of the way, how are shrimp classified? Quite simply, by the water they live in: fresh water, cold (salt-) water, or warm (salt-) water.



Freshwater shrimp are far larger than the shrimp available in most grocery stores. They can grow to be a foot long, weighing well over a pound, and are shipped live, like lobsters. Those from the Americas have blue shells; those from Asia are yellow with brown stripes. Since freshwater shrimp constitute less than 1 percent of the U.S. market, no recipe in this book calls for them. Should you find one, boil up a pot of salted water, dump the shrimp in live, and boil for 8 minutes. Melt the butter, and have yourself a rare feast with a loaf of crusty bread.



Cold-water shrimp are tiny crustaceans, often called baby shrimp (or salad shrimp or bay shrimp). Although they usually run over 100 to the pound, small is not youngthese shrimp take four years to mature before they can be harvested off Greenland or Alaska. They arrive in the freezer section of your supermarket shelled and precooked.

Many of the recipes in this book that call for small shrimp (warm-water ones over 55 per pound) allow you to substitute cold-water (or baby) shrimp. However, the taste of small warm-water shrimp is sweeter, more, well, shrimpy than their cold-water cousins.



Warm-water shrimp are the standard. These are the shrimp we normally find in our grocery stores and gourmet markets. They are classified by color when rawany of them can be used for the recipes, provided the size is right.



White shrimp are the most common in the United States, wild-caught or farmed. They have grayish-white shells, are moderately sweet, and turn a pale pink when cooked.



Brown shrimp once rare, are becoming more prevalent because of farming trends in Mexico. These shrimp have a taupe cast to their shells; the cooked meat turns a very pale pink, sometimes only in streaks. Brown shrimp are often tangier than white.



Pink shrimp, a Caribbean variety, are always caught wild. When cooked, they turn a brilliant pink and are far sweeter than any other variety. However, since they swim vigorously in the ocean, they can also be a bit tough.



Black shrimp, sometimes called tiger shrimp, are an Asian delicacy introduced to North America in the early 80s. They are known by their black stripes, sometimes with blue tinges around their legs. They are most likely the largest warm-water shrimp available in your market.

What About Rock Shrimp?

This deep-water cousin of the white shrimp is always sold peeled and cleanedits shell is too tough for the home cook to tackle. More like crayfish than standard shrimp, rock shrimp are firmer and more toothsome. No basic recipe in this book calls for them, but some variations do.

What About Canned Shrimp?

Canned shrimp were first mass-produced to give the troops quick wartime meals; after World War II, they were mass-marketed for a world before modern shipping. No recipe in this book calls for canned shrimp. Its tinny taste will compromise the final dish.

FROM YOUR REFRIGERATOR TO YOUR TABLE

Haste Doesnt Make Waste

Shrimp are best eaten the day theyre bought, or at most the day after. Lets say, however, that youve bought a pound of shrimp, and your partner comes home from work and says, Tonight Im taking you to the Four Seasons. (It could happen.) You dont say, But I was going to make Shrimp Remoulade. But you also dont need to throw out the shrimp. Instead, follow the recipe for steamed shrimp (see page 180), cool them, dry them, and then freeze them, first on a nonstick cookie sheet, much as you might freeze berries. Later, you can store them in the freezer in a freezer-safe bag.

The Dirty Work (Or, How to Peel and Devein a Shrimp)

If a shrimp must be peeled for a recipe, theres no getting around it. But should it be deveined? Thats a matter of opinion. The black, brown, or green so-called vein that runs through a shrimp isnt a vein at all. Its the digestive tract, often full of sand and other impurities the shrimp picked up as it went about its shrimpy business. Some farm-raised shrimp have next to none; large shrimp pick up more, simply because of their size. In the end, small and medium shrimp can be deveined as a matter of preference, but large shrimp should always be deveined.

To peel a shrimp: Turn it so that the small legs are facing you. Using your thumbs, gently pry the shell loose, starting in the middle of the body and pulling out. The shell should now be loose, attached just at the end of the tail.

Some recipes in this book ask you to leave the final segment of the tail shell intact. To do that, gently tear the shell at the last segment, just before the tail fins. The loosened shell should fall off, leaving the tail segment intact.

Other recipes ask you to peel a shrimp completely. To do that, pinch the loosened shell at the farthest end of the tail, just at its tip, and pull in a steady, gentle motionnever jerk. The meat should come clean from the shell.

To peel and devein a shrimp: The dark vein will often be sticking out from the neck (or fleshy end) of the shrimp. To remove it, hold the shrimp in one hand and gently pull the vein out with the thumb and forefinger of your other hand. If the vein does not come out easily or completelyor if its not visibleuse scissors or a sharp paring knife to cut down the back curve of the shell (opposite the little legs), cutting into the shrimp to a depth of only about 1/8 inch. Start cutting at the fleshy end and stop just before you reach the last segment of shell near the tail. Gently open the slit with your fingers and run the shrimp under cold water to remove the exposed vein. Then peel off the shell, removing it completely or leaving only the last tail segment intact, as indicated by the recipe.

Some kitchenware shops sell long-handled deveiners that are good for digging out the sandy bits, although they split the shrimp open just as scissors or a knife would. If you use one of these newfangled tools, carefully follow the instructions on the packageotherwise, youll tear the meat to shreds.

Now That You Have Fresh Shrimp, What Can Possibly Go Wrong?

In truth, not much. The only real problem is overcooking. If shrimp are rubbery or decidedly tasteless, theyre probably overcooked. But thats just the flip side of the good news. Shrimp are easy, fast, and tasty. Theyre done in two or three minutes in a saucepan over high heat. In a world of rush, theyre the ultimate comfort food.

USING PRECOOKED SHRIMP

While fresh shrimp are the standard, precooked medium or large shrimp, sometimes called cocktail shrimp, as well as precooked cold-water baby shrimp, can be the next best thing. These chilled shrimp are usually available at the fish counter, or in bags in the markets freezer section.

Of course, uncooked in-their-shell shrimp make better dishes. In stir-fries, the raw shrimp add flavor that you lose when you use precooked shrimp. In most cases, freshly boiled shrimp have a sweeter, brinier taste than precooked. Nevertheless, when youre dead tired because you had to write that report for the zillionth time, or worn out from the carpool circuit, precooked shrimp fit the bill for a quick supper everyone will enjoy. If you buy these precooked miracles to use in recipes, remember two things:


	Cocktail shrimp often have a small tail segment left on, for easy handling in a shrimp cocktail. If youre using them in a recipe that calls for completely peeled shrimp, youll need to remove that end bit of shell.

	Since theyre precooked, you obviously dont need to cook them. The recipes will show you how to skip ahead if youre substituting.



Check out these recipes, which allow you to substitute precooked shrimp, either cocktail shrimp or tiny cold-water (baby) shrimp.



Recipes that can be made with precooked cocktail shrimp

À la King � Bell Pepper � Bengalese Stew � Black Pepper Caramel � Bon Bon � Bruschetta � Cashew � Cocktail (see Easy Shrimp Cocktail variation) � Diane � Fra Diavolo � Garlic Sauce � Maki � Newburg � Paprikash � Penne à la Vodka � Pesto � Phyllo Pillows � Portuguese � Rémoulade � Salad Niçoise � Sushi � Tuscan White Bean � Vegetable Stir-fry � Wraps



Recipes that can be made with precooked, coldwater (baby) shrimp

Cakes � Curry � Dip � Fried Rice � Fritters � Lo Mein � Noodle Soup � Puffs � Quiche � Salad � Soufflé







Ingredients and Equipment

INGREDIENTS

In the main, the recipes in this book call for standard pantry items. But because theres a wide range of regional specialties here, some ingredients may be new to you. Many of them are available in the Asian or Mexican or Indian sections of larger supermarkets. But if youre having a hard time locating them, you can always order them by mail from outlets listed in the Source Guide (page 239).

Bean Thread Noodles

These milky-white noodles (fen si in Chinese, also called cellophane noodles) are made from ground mung beans, the mature beans of what we call bean sprouts. Unfortunately, bean thread noodles are available only dried in North America, and they must be soaked before use. Place them in a large bowl, cover with boiling water, and allow them to soak until they become transparent, about 15 minutes. Drain them and rinse under cold water.

Chile Powder

Commercial chile powder is made by blending dried chiles with oregano and cumin. The recipes in this book, however, call for pure chile powder, which contains only dried ground chiles. Sometimes it is labeled with the type of chile in the package, sold as perhaps ancho chile powder or pasilla chile powder. Pure chile powder is available in Latin American markets and sometimes in the Mexican section of large supermarkets.

You can also make your own with dried chiles. Remove the stems, cut the chiles open, and scoop out the seeds. Grind the pods in a spice grinder, with a mortar and pestle, or in a coffee grinder. Store tightly covered in a dark, cool place for up to 3 months. (To remove any lingering chile powder from a coffer grinder, fill the grinder with rice; process the rice to a fine dust, and discard.)

Chili Oil

Popular in Asian cuisine, this fiery flavoring oil is not for frying. Used as a condiment, it adds a splash of heat, like Tabasco sauce, but is sweeter and more aromatic. Chili oil is often made with a nut-oil base, such as walnut or peanut. (If you have nut allergies, read the label carefully.) Because of the nut oil, chili oil goes rancid quicklykeep it refrigerated, for no more than to 2 months.

As chiles themselves vary in heat levels, so do chili oils. (Chili is the spelling used on most labels.) As a general guide, but not a rule, Chinese and Vietnamese versions may be milder; Thai and Malaysian, hotter. The recipes in this book use chili oil sparingly, but you can always set a bottle on the table so others can spice the dish more heavily.

Clam Juice

If you dont want to make your own fish stock (see page 11), bottled clam juice (the runoff from canning clams) can be a quick fix. Some brands have a slight amount of sediment, which comes from improperly cleaned clams; always buy clam juice in glass bottles, and check the bottom for residue. If necessary, you can strain clam juice through a double layer of cheesecloth. Never save leftover juiceit can go bad in less than a day, even refrigerated.

Clams and Mussels

Use clams and mussels the day you buy them. Store them in a large bowl in your refrigerator, with moistened paper towels lining the bowl and laid loosely over the top. Never store them in an airtight plastic bagthey will suffocate. Their shells must be scrubbed with a stiff brush under cold water to get rid of grit. Mussels must also be debeardedthat is, the wiry hairs protruding from the shell must be pulled out just before youre ready to cook them. Never use a clam or mussel that is open and unyielding before you cook it. (If you tap it and it closes, its just taking in the air.) And discard any clams or mussels that dont open during cooking.

Coconut Milk

This milk-like liquid is made by pressing coconut flesh with water, sometimes the water from inside the coconut. Canned coconut milk is now sold in its regular full-fat way, and in a newer low-fat version, usually made by squeezing the coconut and water mixture a second time. You can use either for the recipes in this book, but dont substitute cream of coconut, which is a sweetened coconut purée, good for desserts or frozen drinks.

To prepare your own coconut milk, pierce two of the dark eyes of a coconut with a chefs knife or clean screwdriver, then drain out any liquid inside. Bake the coconut on a lipped baking sheet in a 375°F oven for 20 minutes, or until the shell cracks. (If it hasnt cracked even after 25 minutes, wrap the hot coconut in a dish towel and bash it in the center with a hammer until it breaks open.) With a sharp paring knife or a clean screwdriver, loosen the meat from the brown shell. Place all the meat in a large heavy saucepan, add 2 cups water, and bring to a boil over medium-high heat. Cover and simmer for 10 minutes. Remove the pan from the heat and cool thoroughly, then pour the coconut mixture into a food processor. Process it for 1 minute, then let it stand for 20 minutes. Strain the coconut milk through a fine-mesh strainer or a double layer of cheesecloth into a medium bowl. Use a wooden spoon to press all the liquid from the pulp. Refrigerate the coconut milk until youre ready to use it. It should keep, covered, for up to 2 weeks.

Curry Paste

Indian curry paste, a thick, spicy red or yellow paste, is available in Indian and some Asian markets, as well as the Indian section of most supermarkets. The best brands are a blend of ghee (clarified butter), curry powder, vinegar, and spices. Cheaper ones use vegetable oil instead of ghee. The red variety is usually hotter and more highly prizedthe yellow has been cut with turmeric to make it affordable. Once its been opened, store curry paste tightly covered in the refrigerator for up to 2 months. You can substitute it for curry powder in equal amounts in soups and stewsit will give the dish a richer texture. But do not confuse Indian curry paste with Thai curry paste, always labeled as such and not called for in this book. Thai curry paste is a fiery mixture of peppers, vinegar, and spices, without any added fat.

Curry Powder

Curry powder is not a single spice, nor even a set blend of spices. It may include cardamom, cayenne pepper, cinnamon, cloves, coriander, cumin, fennel seeds, fenugreek, mace, nutmeg, sesame seeds, saffron, tamarind, and/or turmeric. Because of chemical reactions among the spices, curry powder goes stale quickly. It should be stored in the refrigerator and used within 2 months. Madras curry powder, which relies heavily on cayenne pepper, is very spicy.

Dried Chinese Black Beans

This delicacy should not be confused with the black beans used in Latin American cooking. Dried Chinese black beans are actually soybeans, coated with salt and dried under high heat until they blacken from enzymatic processes. Youll most likely find them in Asian markets. Buy beans in clear plastic pouchesthey should be whole, not crushed or powdered. They are used as a flavoring for many dishes, tossed in just at the end. Crush them slightly with the side of a knife or the bottom of a pot to release their flavor.

Dried Red Asian Chiles

Although chiles may seem endemic to Chinese cooking, they arent. They were actually introduced about two hundred years ago from the Americas, where theyve been eaten for over nine thousand years, according to archaeological records. That said, dried red Asian chiles are now necessary for dishes like Garlic Sauce Shrimp or General Tsaos Shrimp. Look for bags of whole chiles, about 2 inches long and dark red. They are usually a mixture of various small chiles, no type taking precedence. If you cant find them in the Asian section of your supermarket, order them from one of the outlets listed in the Source Guide (page 239).

Dried Shrimp

An Asian seasoning, not a time-saver, these tiny head-on shrimp are dehydrated to a brittle crunch. Their taste is rather musky. Only one basic recipe in the book calls for them (Thai Sticky Rice), but they are offered in variations throughout. Use them only as a flavoring additive, never as a substitute for shrimp.

Fish Stock

Theres no better base for a shrimp dish than a fine fish stock. Several brands are available in gourmet markets as reductions, usually set in the freezer case alongside the demi-glace. These packaged reductions need to be cut with waterread the label carefully.

Alternatively, you can make your own. Simply save unwanted shrimp shells in your freezer in a freezer-safe bag until you have 1 pound. When you eat other fresh fish, also save the bones in freezer-safe bags until you have 1 poundor ask your fishmonger to sell you a pound of fish heads, skin, and bones. Place these remnants and your shrimp shells in a large pot and fill it with 6 quarts water; add 4 celery stalks, a quartered onion, 3 garlic cloves, 2 bay leaves, and 1 tablespoon salt. Bring to a boil over high heat, reduce the heat to low, cover, and simmer for 20 minutes

Fish Sauce


Five-Spice Powder


Flavored Oils


Ginger




Herbs


Hoi Sin Sauce


Japanese Bread Crumbs


Lemongrass


Oyster Sauce


Pancetta


Paprika


Parmigiano-Reggiano


Peanut Oil


Prosciutto


Saffron Threads


Sesame Oil


Soy Sauce


Straw Mushrooms


Szechwan Peppercorns


Tabasco Sauce


Vermouth


Vinegar








Wasabi Paste


EQUIPMENT


Kitchen Scale


Paella Pan


Shrimp Deveiner


Skewers (metal, bamboo, or wooden)


Steamer


Sticky Rice Steamer


Sushi Mat


Wok
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