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There are many people whose encouragement and examples have led me to writing this book. First and foremost is my muse, Christina Hamlett, whose efforts led me to write this book, who appreciates all the meals I have cooked at our dinner table (even the ones that didn’t work!) and who, as my beautiful wife, has made all of life’s journeys delightful.

For cooking I owe so much to Reda Bellarbi, the owner of Aioli Bodega Espanola in Sacramento California. A place where I have frequented for over 20 years, Reda taught me how to cook outside the box of recipes and of the passion that must be infused in every plating. His friendship is priceless. And thank you as well to his son, Aziz, who will continue this journey for future generations. 

Then there is my mother whose cooking skills taught me from an early age that each meal has a purpose. She was also the best pastry cook ever. Growing up I observed, saw, listened and tasted. What remarkable dishes she prepared as part of a culinary journey that worked its way in my family from Virginia to West Virginia to Ohio over the course of 200+ years.

Finally, I have to dedicate this effort to fellow foodies all across the world who respect the honor of the table and what is to be presented to those who are guests. This transcends politics and prejudices, as it should. In every corner of the world there are wonderful people not driven by power or greed but simply to say, “Please, enjoy what I have to offer and let us speak of things that are common amongst us.” Would that those in power could accept the grace that is served at tables the world over, without animosity. We could have peace if all were fed...and all that implies. 
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This isn’t a cookbook per se. This is a book about cooking and, more specifically, cooking at home. Home cooking is not just comfort food; it is an opportunity to extend your boundaries and gain personal satisfaction from creating a special moment from planning to preparing to plating. With the properly stocked pantry and freezer, gastronomic success can be yours without taking off a day from work. No, this isn’t about shortcuts. It is simply a recognition that time does not have to be the biggest barrier to eating well. 

This book is about learning how every aspect of a successful meal is interrelated. That starts with understanding why you like the foods you like. Whether it is the soup or appetizer, salad, fish, fowl, meats, starches, vegetables, or dessert, there should be no outliers at the table. As you understand why you like certain foods, planning complementary courses or side dishes becomes much easier. It also allows you to wean yourself off cookbooks—well, sort of. 

Cookbooks are invaluable for so many reasons. The cookbooks of today are cultural guides that just happen to have recipes. Putting the flavors of a nation or region into their social context enhances the process of creating a meal. But your goal is to use cookbooks as idea books, not simply a place where you can find a recipe you attempt to execute in strict adherence to the measurements and ingredients you see on the page. 

There are downsides to cookbooks. If creating a meal for two people, it is sometimes difficult to understand the appropriate scale when the recipe you are looking to emulate says it will serve eight. Likewise, not all ovens and stovetops are created equally. You know the tolerances of your own appliances better than the editors of a cookbook. This is a particularly important consideration when you are cooking anything indoors over high heat. It is not a successful meal if at some point in the preparation the smoke alarm goes off. This is especially a consideration when sautéing over high heat using butter or olive oil. 

And then there are the subtle and not so subtle issues with substitutions. Many cookbooks today will offer suggestions on how to substitute hard-to-find herbs and spices. They will also provide alternative measurements for dried herbs as opposed to fresh ones. Dried herbs certainly cut down on preparation time and, in many cases, will be an appropriate substitute for fresh herbs. For some dishes, however, the need for fresh herbs is critical. For example, if you are making a pico de gallo—a  form of fresh salsa using chopped tomatoes, cilantro, onions, chili peppers, and lime juice (among other possible ingredients)—dried cilantro simply will not work. On the other hand, dried oregano, garlic powder, and dried basil are regularly applied seasonings in Italian sauces. Parsley can be very functional both fresh and dried depending on the needs of a particular dish. 

Spices, on the other hand, tend to be more frequently available in powdered form. While some recipes, especially Indian recipes, will describe how to take spice seeds, toast them, and grind into powders for curries or creating garam masala from scratch, these aromatic spice blends are available commercially or can be made getting ground spices and blending them yourself. 

One final note on cookbooks. As you hone your craft in the kitchen, you will learn how much time it takes, and at what temperature, to create your culinary masterpiece. If using a recipe from a cookbook, never assume that the cooking times, temperatures, and amount of liquid in a recipe will work in your oven or on your stovetop. The authors of these wonderful guidebooks, usually, have never been in your kitchen and haven’t fixed as much as scrambled eggs for breakfast there. 

Trust Your Instincts

Once you take the leap of faith, let your nose be your guide. For those who lunch or dine out regularly, inspiration can come from something as simple as a menu. Imagine you are going to your favorite restaurant for a romantic dinner. It’s a Friday night, and you and your spouse are looking forward to a relaxing evening with good food, good wine, and the pressures of the work week fading quickly away. The server brings you a leather-bound menu and you open it. Here’s what the menu says: Starters, Salads, Soups, Seafood, Beef, Chicken, Dessert.

That’s it.

It would be difficult to trust your palate, let alone the entire meal, to a menu which didn’t describe what was being served with sufficient detail to give you a sense of whether you wanted to order a particular dish. But in that menu exists an opportunity to sharpen your cooking skills. When we look at a menu, we gravitate to an offering which causes us to say, “That sounds good”. While great food appeals to many senses, usually “sound” is not the first one.  How often do you look across the table during a particularly excellent main course and say, “I really like the way this meal sounds.” Hopefully not often! Unless you eat a lot of potato chips when you go out. What you do know is that the taste, smell, texture, temperature, and color of the meal appeal to your senses and meet or exceed your expectations.

Why is that? The answer is right there on the menu. Consider the menu of a popular San Francisco seafood restaurant. It doesn’t say “fish” and leave you guessing what might be brought to your table. Offering a classic Shrimp Scampi, you know the sauce is made of white wine, garlic, Roma tomatoes, and lemon. How do you know that? Well, because it says so right on the menu. For their ahi, they let you know it is seared rare and encrusted in Cajun spices. 

If you order the Scampi and you love it, then ask yourself why does it taste so good? The answer is asking your palate to deconstruct the meal for you. How tart was the lemon, how firm were the tomatoes, why was there just the right amount of garlic? And don’t forget the Scampi. Too many? Too few? Were they too large? Too small? Was the linguini on which it was served cooked to the right consistency and was the meal easy to navigate with your utensils? 

No matter what the dish, the menu description allows you to think through how each ingredient adds to the flavor and success of the meal.  This also makes it easier to understand how a recipe you may try at home can produce the results you seek. So, the next time you go to a restaurant—any restaurant—take your thinking cap with you. And when you see a dish with an unfamiliar sauce, don’t be shy about asking what is in it. A great meal, regardless of where it is served, is the sum of its parts. Learning how the parts interact can sometimes be as easy as looking a little closer at the menu. 

The point here is that a great meal is not a slave to a recipe any more than hard-working people should be slaves to the kitchen. What follows is a collection of original recipes, admitted shortcuts, and useful hints for people who do not have the time to run a gourmet kitchen seven days a week. The recipes are scalable upward, which reflects my own bias against recipes that require too much math to scale downward to two, three, or four people. Cooking does not have to be complicated to be good. Take the time to understand how each part of a recipe has a purpose, from the basic ingredients to the cooking method and temperature. And do not be daunted by making mistakes. There is no such thing as risk-free cooking, unless you make all your meals in a microwave.

As my theatrically savvy beloved also recommends, if you are trying a dish for the first time, have a dress rehearsal before you subject your creation to actual guests. Especially in instances where you can adjust the variance on “heat,” it’s helpful to know in advance what it’s going to taste like and where additions or subtractions will be called for.

Be Careful 

Speaking of risk, many people do not appreciate the risk of hosting family and friends at home for a sit-down dinner. As noted in several parts of this book, paying attention to potential allergies is very important, especially with nut or shellfish allergies. Many dishes throughout the world use nuts, and there are also prepared sauces that have nuts in them. Always make certain your guests have no allergies to what you are cooking. This extends to desserts, where people may have sensitivities to fresh fruit as well as nuts. 

Also, when hosting or even making a meal for your immediate family, it is required you know exactly what you are serving. There can be “no surprises” when fixing a meal if you are the chef. This is especially the case with chili peppers, using salt, portion control, and how one course interacts with another. 

When cooking for others at home also remember that your favorite dish may not be their favorite dish. It may seem to be a bit of a stretch, but often when we cook for others at home my wife and I ask our guests, “What country would you like to eat from?” From there, we put a menu together for their review. The point of having guests over is to enjoy their company and share the bonds which are reaffirmed over smart conversation while enjoying a fine meal. Having a meal that doesn’t work for everyone at the table really means it doesn’t work for anyone. So as part of your planning, make certain your guests are part of the process.

While it goes without mentioning, if you are preparing a culinary adventure, including free-flowing wines, which doesn’t epitomize the phrase “everything in moderation,” plan to serve your guests breakfast the next morning. 

One last note. Most of my cooking is pan frying or sautéing. And almost all is with extra virgin olive oil. Olive oils are remarkably diverse in their body and fragrance. I tend to prefer Spanish and Portuguese olive oils, but certainly there are remarkable offerings from Italy, Greece, Sicily and even California. Notwithstanding what you read in some cookbooks, I do not like to cook at high temperatures, which allows for the frequent use of extra virgin olive oil. Regular olive oil (not designated as “extra virgin”) has a higher smoke point and can used for higher temperature cooking.

I love to make patatas bravas, usually considered a Spanish tapa, using extra virgin olive oil that is just hot enough to bubble vigorously when the cubes of potatoes are added. You may wonder whether this longer, lower temperature cooking infuses the potatoes with too much oil. It doesn’t, although par boiling the whole potatoes for 10 minutes before frying helps reduce the cooking time. Frying at lower temperatures also means the chance of getting splattered with hot oil is much lower. The bottom line for extra virgin olive oil is that if you use it to pan-fry or sauté, I recommend keeping the oil below its smoke point at all times through the cooking process. As the oil begins to shimmer, place a small drop of batter or even a small piece of bread into the oil and see what happens. 

Of course, there are oils which accommodate high heat far better than olive oil. Stir-frying, deep frying, shallow frying, or flash frying dishes require an oil which can withstand high heat for quick cooking. Peanut oil, for example, is often used for stir-fry. There are also recipes that call for “neutral” oils (most often grapeseed or canola oil) that have little if any flavor to them and are also used for high heat cooking. Olive oil, regardless of where it is from, is not a neutral oil. 

There is a big difference between cooking oils and oils meant to be used as condiments. On the one hand, there are infused oils which can easily be used for cooking and add a subtle flavor that should be consistent with the overall theme of the meal. Some oils, however, are meant to be used either for dipping or as a finishing flourish to a dish. Toasted sesame oil can be added in small portions to a stir-fry to flavor the high heat neutral oil (or peanut oil) you are using but should not be substituted for the high heat oil appropriate for cooking the meal. Toasted sesame oil, including chili-infused sesame oil, has a wide range of uses from salad dressings to dipping sauces. When buying sesame oil, read the label carefully. Some will even say they are “flavoring oils” on the label. If you have a recipe that simply says, “sesame oil” and the oil is to be used for cooking, then use “pure” or light sesame oil. It has a higher smoke point and is not as strongly flavored as toasted sesame oil. 

Lastly, no discussion of frying would be complete without a mention of butter. I like to add butter to the oil for certain dishes I am pan-frying. I think it adds flavor to the dish. Adding butter, however, is not an excuse to
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