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I vividly remember the day Virginia walked into our kitchen, and our lives. The day was warm, the sun shining, and Virginia appeared smiling in the doorway, fresh as a daisy off the train from Paris after an overnight flight from Atlanta. Within minutes she had introduced herself all around. An hour later I found her prepping dinner with the rest of the trainees as if she’d been there for weeks. And after dinner, praise be, she was first at the sink without being asked—the acid test of successful traineeship at Château du Feÿ in Burgundy.

The chefs accepted her as one of their own as soon as they discovered she could dice carrots into tiny brunoise cubes and stir up a satin-smooth crème anglaise without further instruction. We always had a head trainee, one who guided the others through what could be long days spent inside and outside the kitchen, starting at the bakery for still-warm baguettes at 7:00 a.m. and ending with 8:30 p.m. dinner on the terrace overlooking the fields of wheat and corn as the sun went down. Virginia was the one who stood firm when the hollandaise curdled (start again with a new egg yolk) or the garden lettuces had worms in them (just avert your eyes). She would pilot novices through their first run on gougères, the cheese choux puffs that we served with a glass of the local sparkling Crémant to each of our many visitors.

Virginia soon realized the importance of what she was learning, that basics like stock and pâte brisée must be followed to the letter, but that white wine butter sauce is just a starting point, it’s up to the chef to make each variant of the sauce his own. One recipe of hers remains in my mind. After testing an obscure recipe for gumbo (not a success), we were left with nearly a whole crate of okra. Okra is not exactly on the front burner in Burgundy but in a French kitchen nothing, ever, is thrown away. The chefs were nonplussed, but Virginia’s grandma’s corn-fried okra was the hit of the season (a tough call) at Château du Feÿ and made it into my next cookbook, with permission of course.

I guess corn-fried okra is pure southern, but I like to think that recipe—with its French insistence on getting deep frying just right—bridged the culinary gap that Virginia has navigated so adroitly here. Dishes such as Southern Ratatouille, Shrimp Rillettes, Garlic-Stuffed Prime Rib Roast, Winter Greens and Butternut Squash Gratin, and Bittersweet Chocolate Bread Pudding sum up the best of both worlds. Virginia came to France for three months and stayed with us for three years. She helped with books in the editorial office, she oversaw much of what we ate (a pleasure for us all!), and little by little she became a lifelong friend.

Since those early days at Château du Feÿ, Virginia and I have shared many happy experiences. We’ve worked on booksful of photo shoots, with Virginia styling and me running the set. We’ve stood side by side on the cooking platform many a time, sometimes with an audience, others in front of a camera. We’ve often cooked together, and occasionally we’ve just talked—we’re both very good at that! In one case, I appeared solo in a one-hour cooking special produced by Virginia, and the anchor of her beaming face beside the cameraman ensured the success of the show. She did not hesitate to tweak my hair or powder my nose, nor to tell me “that won’t do”—so refreshing!

In Basic to Brilliant Y’all, Virginia brings us the best of both worlds. Her love of cooking goes back to her grandmother in the South. Onto that rich history she has grafted the techniques and recipes—the reduction sauces and seasonal vegetables—she found in France. She has applied her own imagination to the vivid palate of her native southern ingredients. For anyone who loves French food or southern cooking, either one or both, this book calls out an irresistible welcome. I can’t wait to try Kale Omelet and Burnt Caramel Cake. “Basic to Brilliant” is a great concept, too, summing up the idea that you can leave a simple recipe alone, or take and run with it to create a festive dish. As for the “Y’all,” Virginia has me there. No way, ever, will I be able to pronounce the tongue-twister. So, I’m reverting to a third language to wish you all as much joy in the kitchen as Virginia and I have had together, with a resounding, multi-national “Bon Appétit”!
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I’ve been cooking as a professional for a little more than fifteen years, but my passion actually started when I wasn’t tall enough to reach the counter in my grandmother’s country kitchen. I called her Meme, and she was the light of my life. The kitchen never really changed much. There never was enough space for everything. The overhead light hummed. My grandmother’s recipes were posted on the inside of the cabinet, some written in her old-fashioned, loopy, spidery penmanship directly on the wood.

My grandmother and I spent hours together in that kitchen. There are photos of me as young as three years old standing on a stool “helping.” As dinner cooked, we’d roll out the biscuits, and she’d let me make a handprint with the scraps of dough. The tiny fingers on my biscuit would cook very dark in the heat of the oven, taking on a slightly bitter, almost nutty taste. I know that’s where my love for cooking took root, working at her side on her linoleum countertop, in the gentle breeze of the oscillating fan.

Oh, my grandmother could cook. Her pound cake was legendary. She’d wake in the early morning before the heat of the day and prepare fried chicken, buttermilk biscuits, old-fashioned butter beans, creamed corn, okra, and tomatoes.

Many of the vegetables were grown in my grandfather’s garden. My grandfather Dede was a patient man. She would call outdoors and make the man take his shirt off so she could wash it. That never made a lick of sense to me. He’d mumble quietly under his breath “Lawd, have mercy,” but he would have moved a mountain range for her.

The very last time I saw my grandmother was on Mother’s Day in 2000. She had a sore throat, went to the doctor, and was diagnosed with cancer. She was 91 and conceded defeat when she heard that ugly word. When I returned to that simple country kitchen, our tables were turned, and I cooked for her. There’s still hardly a day that goes by that I don’t think of her. I often wish I could be in the kitchen with her, smelling her chicken frying just one more time.

My mother, Virginia, known as Jenny, grew up in Columbia County, Georgia. She returned there almost twenty-five years ago and now lives less than a mile from the house where she was raised. When asked where I am from, I generally reply, “My family is from Evans, Georgia.” I haven’t lived there since I was three years old, and I’ve lived dozens of places since. However, home is far more complex than a mailing address. My deep roots in the South and family history continually help me define my journey, what I will be, and where I will go.

My maternal grandparents, Sam and Louise Baston, bought fifty acres near Evans, Georgia, in 1938. She was the lady and he was the tall, handsome, strapping country boy with dark hair and crystal clear blue eyes. He swept her off her feet, they fell in love, and scandalously, they eloped. (I feel compelled at this point to point out for my grandmother’s honor that their first child was not born shortly thereafter.) Together they made a family, helped start a community, built a church, and most importantly, left a long-lasting legacy of what home really is.

I spent much of my childhood with my grandparents. Dede always seemed to be working outdoors. There are photos of me as a toddler, chubby legs covered in dirt from tagging along behind him in the garden. He, my sister, and I would pick berries in the woods and bring them to Meme to make Sweet Biscuits with Stewed Blackberries or some form of cobbler. I remember being in the steamy kitchen with my apron-clad grandmother, before central heat and air was installed, listening to her cook, and taking in every last sight and scent. The gentle burbling of Meme’s Chicken and Rice in the cast-iron Dutch oven; the sweet, sticky cake batter licked from the spatula; the gentle hum of the electric mixer beating the icing for Dede’s Burnt Caramel Cake and the pitched whistle of the pressure cooker emitting the meaty smell of bacon and green beans fresh from the garden are the tastes, smells, and sounds of my childhood.

[image: A collection of antique kitchen tools, including cast iron skillets and mason jars, arranged artfully on a wooden counter]

When I was a teenager, I didn’t hang out in the Dairy Queen parking lot with the other kids on Friday nights. I stayed at home in the kitchen with Mama. My parents divorced the summer between my junior and senior year. That same summer, the school I attended closed. I was sixteen, and it was hard. Mama and I leaned on each other, and it was then that our “grown-up” friendship really started as we spent time in the kitchen together. Instead of attending my senior year of high school, I started college. Mama never let on she was worried. She believed in me, and if she had any hesitation about her sheltered, bookish daughter starting college at sixteen, she never said a word.

After a great start, I sputtered a bit and got lost. I realized the one constant, the one place I always sought, whether a scared teenager leaving Mama, or in a flat in London, or in Athens, Georgia, at my college commune-of-sorts, or as a lonely university grad in Charleston, South Carolina, the one place that had been my constant home was the kitchen. That realization started me on my way.

My first job cooking was on a TV cooking show with Nathalie Dupree. I learned to make Sally Lunn Bread and enjoyed the infinite pleasure of feeling crust tearing beneath my bite to reveal the moist, yeasty crumb inside. I attended culinary school at L’Academie de Cuisine in Bethesda and was taught to make earthy, fragrant soups. I tasted delicate, clear consommés that belied the complexity within. I discovered an infinite world of sauces beyond the familiar gravy, and learned about reductions, seasoning, and balance. I remember my first taste of the slick, iron-rich demi-glace and the brittle, bony minerality of court-bouillon.

Shortly thereafter I moved to France. I was supposed to be at La Varenne in Burgundy with Anne Willan for three months and was there for nearly three years. At La Varenne I felt like I actually tasted the warm, grassiness of butter for the first time. I explored cheeses I had never known—some heady and thick with animal aroma, others delicate, pure suspensions of fresh, sweet milk. The vegetables from the garden reminded me of home: voluptuous tomatoes bursting with savory flavor; sweet, tender squash; and musky, honeyed melon fully ripened by the hot summer sun.

My kitchen home grew increasingly larger; I felt I’d been given keys to the culinary castle. Learning through the French emphasis on basic, fundamental techniques, I tasted and saw food as I had never seen it before. I also began to realize how important those years of learning by Meme’s and Mama’s sides had been.

Returning stateside, I was the TV kitchen director for Bobby Flay, then Martha Stewart. With Epicurious television I ate freshly caught grilled octopus on an Aeolian beach, the fire spitting steam and seawater. I made pungent, eye-watering moutarde au vin in Dijon, and pressed deliciously biting olive oil with a media heiress in Sonoma. During my extended time in Europe, while traveling in the United States and abroad, and while living in New York, I was exposed to brilliant food, simple to complex creations—made in people’s homes, through my work, or prepared in restaurants by some of the world’s most celebrated chefs.

Then, on 9/11, I was trapped in Manhattan as the towers burned. People were huddled around cars with doors and windows open at every street corner, listening to the radio. The sound of sirens and the gnawing pull of fear were omnipresent. At one point I could see the towers smoldering and smoking against the cerulean blue sky, and then they were gone. Just gone. In the economic aftermath, I lost my job with Epicurious. Months later, walking down the West Side Highway with tears streaming down my cheeks, the sounds of sirens still permeating the air, I realized I wanted to go home after nearly ten years away from the South.

Like many expatriates, I returned home with a better sense of place than I would have ever had if I had never left. In my travels, I had built upon what my grandmother and mother had taught me, a solid repertoire of basic fundamental techniques. My eyes had been wondrously opened to just how brilliant the world of food—and home—could be. I continue my journey, still building my collection of stories with every bite, every word, every scent.

I’ve always devoured books and still do. Words are magic to me. What I hope to share with you is a collection of recipes and recollections that you will devour, that you will find magical. I am offering a body of basic recipes that can stand on their own, but they can be transformed to brilliant by a short recipe, presentation tip, or technique—all accomplished without “dumbing down” the basic to make the brilliant work, and without the overuse of expensive or hard-to-find ingredients. I like to think of the Basic recipes as what you might prepare on a weeknight for supper with family, a simple recipe I might teach in a cooking class. The Brilliant versions are more chef inspired, something to prepare for dinner guests on the weekend, something I might prepare for you if you were a guest in my home, the culinary version of the fine Southern tradition of dressing up for company. I believe in letting the goodness of the food shine through—refined Southern cuisine.

This is what home means to me—talking for hours with my mother, fresh garden vegetables, pulling the wishbone with my sister just like we did when we were young, and sharing sweet kitchen memories. Around the world and home again. Welcome, once again, to my Southern kitchen. Pull up a chair.
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Fundamental recipes are the cornerstone of cooking by technique, not simply cooking by a recipe. Julia Child supposedly once said, “If you understand the technique, you don’t need a recipe.” Outfitted with a foundation of solid techniques and fundamental recipes, a cook can accomplish many things. Now, most of us aren’t going to grow up and become Julia Child, but what she said is true. A recipe should be a guide, not a ball and chain.

For example, something as simple as using a bouquet garni is a technique. A bouquet garni is a sachet of aromatics, often tied in cheesecloth for easy removal, added to a stew, soup, or sauce to contribute and enhance flavor. Traditionally in French cooking it is made of a few sprigs of parsley, thyme, a bay leaf, and peppercorns. It’s a simple, innocuous, but important layering of flavor. Take that same concept and tailor it to the recipe and bells start to go off. With a Latin-inspired soup, try using cilantro and coriander seeds instead of parsley and peppercorns. With an Asian-inspired dish, try using star anise or a cinnamon stick instead of bay leaves and thyme.

Subtle layering of flavor is what transforms good food to great food. When I was in culinary school at L’Academie de Cuisine, one of my textbooks, and an indispensable guide in the years since, was Le Répertoire de la Cuisine. It’s a basic guide to the cuisine of Antonin Escoffier, a premier chef in the late 1800s and early 1900s, perhaps the most important leader in the development of modern French cuisine. Much of Escoffier’s technique was based on that of Antoine Carême, impressively referred to as the “chef of kings and the king of chefs.” Prominent in the early nineteenth century, Carême was the very first celebrity chef and was famous for elaborate pièces montées of pastry and spun sugar, and cooked for both the czar of Russia and the Rothschilds, possibly the wealthiest family in the world at that time. His recipe for vol-au-vent—made with cockscombs and testicles, lamb sweetbreads and brains, calves’ udders and truffles—has stood the test of time. Ahem. Think Martha Stewart meets Tony Bourdain, with a dash of Elizabeth Falkner and Andrew Zimmern.

Escoffier modernized, codified, and organized Carême’s haute cuisine, forming the basis for much modern French cooking and the foundation of western foodways. Le Répertoire is a thin, unassuming book whose appearance obscures the treasure inside. It claims more than seven thousand recipes, but it’s not a recipe book in the traditional sense with a list of ingredients, measurements, and cooking times. A “recipe” might be only one or two sentences. The recipe for Sauce Maltaise reads “Hollandaise sauce with zest and juice of blood oranges.” C’est tout. That’s it.

Le Répertoire assumes the reader and cook knows the fundamentals, the basic techniques. My experiences at both L’Academie de Cuisine and La Varenne were all about learning these fundamentals. Peering over her spectacles, Anne Willan, the director of La Varenne, once wisely told me, “Learn the scales before you play the music. Cooking is about creativity, but it’s important to acquire discipline first.”

Here are a few harmonious notes to get you started.
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MAKES ABOUT 10 CUPS

I am often asked about the difference between stock and broth. Many of the chicken, beef, and vegetable stock products available in the grocery store are labeled “broth,” which is at odds with the definition of many chefs. Chefs view broth as liquid in which meat, fish, or vegetables have been cooked when the goal is also to consume the meat, fish, or vegetables.

Stock, on the other hand, is the liquid in which meat, fish, bones, or vegetables are simmered for a relatively long period. All the flavor, taste, and texture are cooked out of the ingredients, which are then discarded. The remaining liquid is then used as a base for preparing soup, gravy, or sauces.

Chicken feet make an absolutely excellent gelatinous chicken stock. Generally, you can find chicken feet in Asian markets and grocery stores.


    2 pounds chicken wings, bones, or well-washed feet

14 cups water

3 celery stalks, coarsely chopped

3 onions, preferably Vidalia, coarsely chopped

3 carrots, scrubbed and coarsely chopped

2 bay leaves, preferably fresh

2 sprigs flat-leaf parsley

2 sprigs thyme

4 to 6 whole black peppercorns



In a large soup pot, combine the chicken, water, celery, onions, carrots, bay leaves, parsley, thyme, and peppercorns. Bring the mixture to a boil over high heat. Decrease the heat to low and simmer for 1½ hours, skimming the foam off the top as it rises. Strain through a colander, reserving the stock and discarding the chicken and vegetables. (Some people think this is wasteful and insist the chicken be picked off the bone and used for chicken salad. My response is that all the flavor is in the stock. If you want tasteless, mushy chicken salad, then go right ahead.)

Store in an airtight container in the refrigerator for up to 1 week, or freeze for up to 3 months. Before using, skim off and discard any fat that has risen to the surface.



[image: ]Beef Stock

MAKES ABOUT 10 CUPS

You know when you roast a chicken and put it in the fridge and the next day when you take it out there’s this sort of meat Jell-O around the bones? That’s a result of collagen. Both beef and veal may be used as a base for soups, stews, and as a braising liquid. (Veal stock is a good deal richer than beef stock, so keep that in mind and season and taste as you go.)

Store-bought beef broth tastes precious little like homemade beef stock. The USDA only requires commercial beef broth to be 1 part beef to 135 parts water. That is one thin broth. The concentrated pastes are only marginally better, and both versions are full of sodium. If you are going to prepare a beef stew or a dish in which beef stock plays a primary role, it is worth it to first take a day to make homemade beef stock.


6 pounds veal or beef bones, cut into 2-inch pieces

3 carrots, scrubbed and coarsely chopped

3 onions, preferably Vidalia, skins on, coarsely chopped

3 celery stalks, coarsely chopped

1 head garlic, halved, skin on

1 (6-ounce) can tomato paste

4 sprigs flat-leaf parsley

4 sprigs thyme

2 bay leaves, preferably fresh

10 whole black peppercorns

2 cups dry red wine

4½ quarts water, or as needed



Preheat the oven to 400°F. Place the bones in a roasting pan. Roast, turning them occasionally, until they start to brown, about 15 minutes. Add the carrots, onions, celery, garlic, and tomato paste. Stir to combine. Continue roasting until the vegetables are brown, an additional 20 to 30 minutes.

Using a slotted spoon so the fat remains in the roasting pan, transfer the bones and vegetables to a large stockpot. Discard the fat and place the roasting pan on the stovetop. Add the wine to loosen any brown bits remaining in the pan. Tip the wine and any brown bits into the stockpot. Add the parsley, thyme, bay leaves, and peppercorns. Add the water to cover. Bring the mixture to a boil over high heat. Decrease the heat to low and simmer, skimming the foam off the top as it rises, until the broth is rich and dark, 4 to 8 hours for beef and preferably 10 hours for veal stock.

Strain the liquid through a colander, reserving the stock and discarding the solids. Store in an airtight container in the refrigerator for up to 1 week, or freeze for up to 3 months. Before using, while still cold, skim off and discard any fat that has risen to the surface; the fat will lift off easily.




Have Another Go

Remouillage is defined as “rewetting.” It is a second stock made from the bones that have been used once for a primary stock. It’s a weaker stock, of course, but gets every little bit of goodness out of those bones.
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MAKES ABOUT 12 CUPS

Making stock is a great way to use vegetable trimmings that would otherwise be tossed into the compost or trash can. Having said that, a stockpot is not a garbage pail, so use only clean trimmings that are free of soft, rotten spots and blemishes. I save bits and pieces of zucchini and carrot ends, celery leaves, and onion peels, covered and refrigerated, and add them to a batch of stock when needed.


1 tablespoon pure olive oil

1 onion, preferably Vidalia, coarsely chopped

2 carrots, scrubbed and coarsely chopped

2 celery stalks, coarsely chopped

8 ounces white button or cremini mushrooms, sliced

10 cloves garlic, with peels, smashed

2 tablespoons tomato paste

8 sprigs flat-leaf parsley

6 sprigs thyme, or ½ teaspoon dried thyme

2 bay leaves, preferably fresh

14 cups cold water



Heat the olive oil in a stockpot over medium-high heat. Add the onion, carrots, celery, and mushrooms. Cook, stirring often, until caramelized, about 10 minutes. (The richer the color, the richer the flavor, but take care not to burn it.) Add the garlic, tomato paste, parsley, thyme, bay leaves, and water. Bring to a boil. Lower the heat and simmer, partially covered, for 45 minutes.

Remove from the heat and strain the stock through a fine-mesh sieve, pressing on the vegetables to extract the juices. Discard the vegetables. Refrigerate the stock in an airtight container for 3 to 4 days, or freeze for up to 3 months.






The Five Mother Sauces

French chef Antonin Carême created an intricate methodology by which hundreds of sauces were classified under one of five “mother sauces.”

Béchamel is a white sauce made by stirring heated milk into a butter-flour roux. The thickness depends on the proportion of flour and butter to milk. The proportions for a thin sauce are 1 tablespoon each butter and flour per 1 cup milk; a medium sauce uses 2 tablespoons each butter and flour; a thick sauce, 3 tablespoons each. A thick béchamel is the base for a savory soufflé. Béchamel is one of the most useful sauces.

Velouté is a stock-based white sauce. (White simply means the ingredients are not browned.) I often laugh because it really is what most Southerners call gravy. It is made by stirring chicken, veal, or fish stock into a butter-flour roux. It’s important that the stock in velouté and the milk in béchamel are heated before you add them to the roux. If the liquids are not heated, the starch in the flour will set, and you will have lumpy gravy.

Brown sauce, or espagnole, is traditionally made of meat stock, often beef with a mirepoix of browned vegetables (most often a mixture of diced onion, carrots, and celery), plus ham or bacon and a nicely browned roux, herbs, and sometimes tomato paste.

Hollandaise is an emulsion of egg yolks and fat. Hollandaise is made with butter, egg yolks, and lemon juice, often in a double boiler to prevent overheating, and served warm. It is generally served with vegetables, fish, and egg dishes, such as the classic eggs Benedict.

Sauce Tomate is made with a purée of tomatoes (or strained tomatoes) with savory vegetables and other seasonings. Sauce tomate is more closely associated with Italian cooking, but it is still a major part of French cuisine, as well. It can be used on pasta, as a sauce on its own, or as a component in other dishes.



[image: The author, a grinning middle-aged woman in a blue denim shirt and khakis, kneeling beside a crab trap on a dock, holding a large blue claw crab towards the camera]
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MAKES ABOUT 4 CUPS

This all-purpose seafood stock is much more flavorful than bottled clam juice, which is best used only in a pinch. If you are using fish carcasses, do not use oily fish such as salmon or mackerel; use lean fish, such as halibut, barramundi, or sea bass.


5 cups water

½ cup dry white wine

2 onions, preferably Vidalia, chopped

2 carrots, scrubbed and coarsely chopped

2 celery stalks with leaves, coarsely chopped

10 whole black peppercorns

4 sprigs flat-leaf parsley

2 bay leaves, preferably fresh

2 sprigs thyme

1-inch strip lemon zest

2 pounds shrimp shells with heads, if possible, or fish heads and bones, rinsed, or a combination



Combine the water, wine, onions, carrots, celery, peppercorns, parsley, bay leaves, thyme, and lemon zest in a medium to large stockpot. Add the shrimp shells. Bring to a boil over high heat, then decrease the heat to simmer. Simmer for 20 minutes, skimming occasionally.

Transfer to a rack to cool, during which time the bits and bones will settle to the bottom of the pot. Then ladle out and strain the stock through a fine-mesh sieve, leaving the bits and bones in the bottom of the pot. For the clearest stock possible, do not press on the solids, but simply discard. Transfer to an airtight container and refrigerate for 3 days, or freeze for up to 3 months.



[image: ]Shallot Vinaigrette

MAKES ABOUT ½ CUP

There’s been a whole lot of talk about culinary “apps” (as in smartphone applications, not starters or nibbles) and cooking by ratio, not by recipe. Vinaigrette is an excellent example of this premise. To make a proper vinaigrette, that is, one that is a perfect balance of smooth and creamy to acidic and tart, a certain ratio of ingredients must be followed: one part acid to three parts oil. The recipe emerges from the technique when the acid is sherry versus balsamic vinegar, or lemon juice versus a combination of white wine vinegar and champagne vinegar. One could also use apple cider, white wine, or red wine vinegar, each vinegar with a different flavor profile. The recipe continues to unfold when the oil is chosen. Is it a full-flavored vinaigrette for tomatoes and cold meats with some of the garlic oil (from below), extra-virgin olive oil, a milder combination of corn and olive oil, or even milder still, with grapeseed or canola oil?

Shallot vinaigrette isn’t just for lettuce greens and is excellent with lentil salad, wild rice salad, or even as a dipping sauce for crudités. Salt doesn’t dissolve in oil, so it must be added to the vinegar or lemon juice.


2 large shallots, finely chopped

1 tablespoon Dijon mustard

2 tablespoons vinegar

Coarse salt and freshly ground black pepper

6 tablespoons oil



In a small bowl, whisk together the shallots, mustard, and vinegar. Season with salt and pepper. Add the oil in a slow stream, whisking until emulsified. Taste and adjust for seasoning with salt and pepper. Store in an airtight container in the refrigerator for up to 2 weeks.



[image: ]Garlic Confit

MAKES 1 CUP CONFIT AND 1¼ CUPS GARLIC OIL

There are lots of recipes for garlic cooked in foil in the oven, and I do love the roasted garlic taste. But, time and time again, I return to simmering garlic in oil on the stovetop. It creates two ingredients to use in the kitchen—the soft, tender garlic cloves and the fragrant, flavorful oil. It’s an excellent use of garlic if you have purchased a large container of peeled cloves in bulk, and they are on their way out.


1 cup garlic cloves

1¼ cups canola, grapeseed, or pure olive oil



Put the peeled garlic in a small saucepan and add the oil. It should cover the garlic completely. Set over low to medium-low heat and bring to a simmer, about 210°F, just hot enough to blurb and bubble gently. Cook until the garlic is tender and opaque, 35 to 40 minutes.

Transfer to a bowl to cool. Transfer the cloves and oil to separate airtight containers. Store each in the refrigerator for up to 3 weeks.



[image: ]Mayonnaise

MAKES 1 CUP

I love a hand-whisked mayonnaise. It’s softer than the machine-blended version and one can control the flavors. Canola and grapeseed oils produce very mild versions. Olive oil results in a more full flavored mayonnaise. Chose which oil to use depending on what the end result will be. The Southern Salad Macédoine, for example, would be best with a mild oil to let the flavor of the vegetables shine through. An olive oil–based mayonnaise would be better suited for Jona’s Tomato Pie since tomatoes and olive oil are a natural marriage. I once did a commercial for Duke’s mayonnaise with my friend Mary Moore, owner of The Cook’s Warehouse. She made a fancy chicken salad with roasted red peppers, and I made a classic version with tarragon. Our whole point was that the chicken salads can be different, but our choice of mayonnaise was the same. I said, “If it’s not homemade, it’s got to be Duke’s.” Turned out, they used this as the tagline.

I heard a rumor that the side of an eighteen-wheeler had a photograph on it of Mary and me holding our chicken salads. I told my sister, who dryly commented, “That would make me run off the road.”


2 large egg yolks

1 teaspoon Dijon mustard

Juice of ½ lemon or 2 tablespoons white wine vinegar

1 cup oil (such as canola, grapeseed, olive, or a combination), at room temperature

Coarse salt and freshly ground black pepper



Whisk the egg yolks, mustard, and lemon juice together in a bowl until smooth and light. In a slow, steady stream, whisk in the oil, a drop at a time, until the mixture starts to stiffen and thicken. As the mixture thickens, you may add the oil slightly faster. Season with salt and pepper. Use immediately or store in an airtight container in the refrigerator for up to 2 days.






Mix It Up

You’ve probably noticed that when you combine oil and vinegar in a bowl they form separate layers. If you whisk the mixture it will combine for only a brief period, then separate out again. The secret to a creamy, emulsified dressing or vinaigrette is mustard. Mustard helps thicken liquid sauces by absorbing some of the liquid and allows the suspension of one liquid in another.

An emulsion is a fine dispersion of minute droplets of one liquid in another in which it is not soluble or mixable, meaning it won’t combine smoothly, such as oil and water. This fine dispersion is achieved by slowly adding one ingredient to another while rapidly mixing or whisking, suspending droplets of one liquid throughout the other.

Many mixtures can be emulsions, including house paint; but in the kitchen, an emulsion is usually a combination of eggs, some kind of fat, and an acid, such as vinegar or lemon juice. Often, mustard is also added, because mustard is an emulsifying agent, and also because mustard lends a distinctive flavor.

When making an emulsion, the key to success is being careful and not adding the oil too quickly. A slow, steady stream is best. If the oil is added too quickly, it will cause the emulsion to “break,” and the mixture will have a curdled appearance.





[image: ]Crème Fraîche

MAKES 2 CUPS

Crème fraîche translates to fresh cream, but it is actually a soured cream with about 28 percent butterfat. The high fat content allows crème fraîche to be heated without curdling, and the nutty, complex flavor is delicious.


2 tablespoons cultured buttermilk

2 cups heavy cream (pasteurized, but not ultrapasteurized or sterilized)



Combine the buttermilk and cream in a saucepan and heat only to tepid (not more than 85°F on an instant-read thermometer). Pour into a clean glass jar. Partially cover and let stand at room temperature (between 65°F and 75°F) for 8 to 24 hours, or until thickened. Stir and refrigerate for at least 24 hours before using. The cream will keep for about 2 weeks in an airtight container in the refrigerator.



[image: ]French Pie Crust Pâte Brisée

PASTRY FOR 1 DOUBLE- OR 2 SINGLE-CRUST (9- TO 10-INCH) PIES

Making pie crust is terrifying for many people, but the difference between a homemade crust and a manufactured butterless tube of tasteless dough is night and day. If you like to cook, it’s very much worth overcoming your fears. Try the real thing.


2½ cups all-purpose flour

1 teaspoon fine sea salt

1 teaspoon sugar

1 cup (2 sticks) unsalted butter, chilled and cut into small pieces

¼ to ½ cup ice water



In a food processor fitted with a metal blade, combine the flour, salt, and sugar. Add the butter and process until the mixture resembles a coarse meal, 8 to 10 seconds.

With machine running, add ¼ cup of the ice water in a slow, steady stream. Pulse until the dough holds together without being sticky; be careful not to process for more than 30 seconds. To test, squeeze a small amount together: if it is crumbly, add more ice water 1 tablespoon at a time. You may not use the entire ½ cup.

Transfer the dough to a lightly floured work surface and shape into 2 disks. Wrap the disks in plastic wrap and transfer to the freezer; chill until firm, about 30 minutes. Alternatively, refrigerate for at least 1 hour, or up to 2 days. The dough may be frozen, tightly wrapped in plastic, for up to 1 month.

To make a baked pie shell, follow the instructions for rolling out the dough, forming a single crust, and blind baking in the recipe for All-American Pie Crust.



[image: ]La Varenne Sweet Pie Pastry Pâte Sucrée

PASTRY FOR 1 (9- TO 10-INCH) PIE TART OR SHELL

“Thwack, thwack” reverberated off the kitchen wall as Anne Willan demonstrated softening butter with a rolling pin. Now, that was scary. Who needs a microwave when you can bully the butter into soft submission? It was my first week in France, and I had certainly never seen that technique before. By the end of that first summer at La Varenne and endless fruit tarts later, Anne assured me that I could “thwack” with the best of them.

Traditionally, this pie crust is made by hand, not in a machine. I think it’s important to learn things by hand to learn what they should feel like. But, there’s potential for a real mess here, with making a well, beating butter with a rolling pin, and the push-me pull-me fraiser technique. So, you’ll find instructions for both techniques.


1½ cups all-purpose flour, plus more for rolling

⅓ cup sugar

½ teaspoon fine sea salt

3 large egg yolks, at room temperature, lightly beaten

½ teaspoon pure vanilla extract (optional)

6 tablespoons unsalted butter, slightly softened



To prepare in a food processor, combine the flour, sugar, and salt in a food processor fitted with a metal blade and pulse until combined. Add the butter and process until the mixture resembles coarse meal, about 10 seconds. With the processor running, add the yolks and vanilla through the feed tube, and pulse until the dough just holds together (no longer than 30 seconds).

Transfer the dough to a lightly floured work surface and shape into a disk. Wrap the dough in plastic wrap and transfer to the freezer; chill until firm, about 30 minutes. Alternatively, refrigerate for at least 1 hour, or up to 2 days. The dough may be frozen, tightly wrapped in plastic, for up to 1 month.

To prepare by hand, sift together the flour, sugar, and salt into a bowl. Make a well in the center and add the egg yolks, vanilla extract, and butter. Using the fingertips of one hand, gradually pull in the flour until the dough starts to form large crumbs. Turn the dough out onto a clean work surface and blend by pushing it away with your palm. (The French term for this technique is fraiser.) Gather the dough and flatten, forming a disk. Wrap the dough in plastic and chill in the freezer until firm, about 30 minutes. Alternatively, refrigerate for at least 1 hour (or up to 2 days), or freeze for up to 1 month.

Pat yourself on the back. As Anne would say heartily, “Well done!”

To make a baked pie shell, follow the instructions for rolling out the dough, forming a single crust, and blind baking in the recipe for All-American Pie Crust.



[image: ]All-American Pie Crust

PASTRY FOR 1 (9-INCH) PIE CRUST

This is a pie crust with “training wheels” that I learned at the side of my friend, teacher, and mentor Nathalie Dupree. Butter makes a delicious pie crust, but is far trickier to work with than shortening. Nathalie, blessed with “cold pastry hands,” used to fuss at me, “Get your hot little hands off that pie dough.” Warm hands, cold heart? Hmmpf.

For a double-crust pie, simply double the amounts and divide the dough before rolling out.


1¼ cups all-purpose flour, plus more for rolling

½ teaspoon fine sea salt

¼ cup solid vegetable shortening, preferably Crisco, chilled and cut into pieces

¼ cup (½ stick) unsalted butter, chilled and cut into pieces

3 to 8 tablespoons ice water



In a food processor fitted with a metal blade, combine the flour and salt, then add the vegetable shortening and butter. Process until the mixture resembles coarse meal, 8 to 10 seconds.

Add the ice water, 1 tablespoon at a time, pulsing to mix, until the dough holds together without being sticky or crumbly. Shape the dough into a disk and wrap in plastic wrap. Chill in the freezer until firm, about 30 minutes.

Flour a clean work surface and a rolling pin. (If you are making a double-crust pie or two pie shells, work with one disk at a time, keeping the second disk chilled.) Place a dough disk in the center of the floured surface. Starting in the center of the dough, roll to, but not over, the upper edge of the dough. Return to the center, and roll down to, but not over, the lower edge. Lift the dough, give it a quarter turn, and lay it on the work surface. Continue rolling, repeating the quarter turns, until you have a disk about ⅛ inch thick.

Ease the pastry into a 9-inch pie plate. To keep your crust from shrinking or tearing, snuggle your dough into the pie plate by lifting the edges and letting the weight settle it into the plate contours. Trim 1 inch larger than the diameter of the pie plate; fold the overhanging pastry under itself along the rim of the plate. For a simple decorative edge, press the tines of a fork around the folded pastry. To make a fluted edge, using both your finger and thumb, pinch and crimp the folded dough. Chill in the freezer until firm, about 30 minutes.

To blind bake, preheat the oven to 425°F. Crumple a piece of parchment paper, then lay it out flat over the bottom of the pastry. Weight the paper with pie weights, dried beans, or uncooked rice. This will keep the unfilled pie crust from puffing up in the oven.

For a partially baked shell that will be filled and baked further, bake for 20 minutes. Remove from the oven and remove the paper and weights. (You can reuse the rice or beans for blind baking a number of times.) The shell can now be filled and baked further, according to recipe directions. For a fully baked shell that will hold an uncooked filling, bake the pie shell until it is a deep golden brown, about 30 minutes total.



[image: ]Quick Puff Pastry

MAKES ABOUT 2 POUNDS

Classic puff pastry begins with a basic dough called a détrempe, which is then rolled out and wrapped around a slab of butter. As the dough is repeatedly rolled, folded, and turned, the butter is distributed in thin sheets throughout the dough. When it bakes, the moisture in the butter creates steam, causing the dough to puff and separate into many flaky layers. It takes a lot of time to make because the dough needs lengthy rests between its many turns. Quick puff pastry abbreviates the process by cutting the butter into the flour as if you were making pie crust, but instead of simply rolling out the crust, you give the dough a quick series of turns and folds as you would for classic puff pastry.


2½ cups all-purpose flour

¾ teaspoon fine sea salt

1½ cups (3 sticks) unsalted butter, chilled and cut into ½-inch cubes

¾ cup cold water



Sift together the flour and salt by pulsing in a food processor fitted with a metal blade. Add the butter and pulse three to five times, until the butter pieces are about the size of large lima beans. Add the water to the mixture and pulse again about three times until the dough is slightly moistened.

Turn the crumbly mass onto a lightly floured work surface. Using a rolling pin and bench scraper, shape the mass into a long rectangle. Using the bench scraper, carefully flip one-third of the rectangle toward the center. Then, flip the other end to the center, like folding a business letter. Rotate the dough 90 degrees.

Reshape and roll the dough into a rectangle. Repeat the folding and rotating process three more times for a total of four turns. If the dough becomes soft or sticky during this process, immediately refrigerate until firm. You can stop midturn.

After four turns, wrap the dough in plastic wrap so the dough can rest and the moisture will be evenly distributed throughout the dough. With your finger, make four indentations in the dough—one for each time the dough has been turned. You need to keep track of how many times the dough has been turned. Refrigerate the dough for at least 30 minutes, or until firm.

Unwrap the dough and discard the plastic. Keep your work surface and rolling pin well floured. Press down on each of the four sides of dough to seal its shape. With the rolling pin at the center of the dough, roll away from you. Return to the center and roll toward you. Repeat the folding and rotating process of the dough two times for a total of six times. Lightly roll the dough to flatten.

Wrap the dough in plastic wrap and chill for at least 2 hours before using it. It can be kept, refrigerated, for up to 2 days, or frozen for up to 3 months. Defrost in the refrigerator overnight before use.



[image: ]Basic Crème Anglaise

MAKES 3 CUPS, OR 2 CUPS ICE CREAM WHEN FROZEN

Crème anglaise, or English custard, is a classic dessert sauce that can also be churned and transformed into ice cream. Vanilla is the classic recipe, but add peaches and a bit of peach purée and you have peach, adding melted chocolate and cocoa produces chocolate, and so on. Crème anglaise is a very versatile kitchen fundamental.

Whenever I make ice cream I am reminded of an experience years ago. My colleague Marnie and I had to pick up ice cream from a boutique gelateria to take to Connecticut for taping. It was the peak of summer. We packed the precious cargo in our cooler surrounded by dry ice to keep it frozen. (Dry ice is solid carbon dioxide and when it sublimates—not exactly the same as melting, but almost— it produces the white, wispy vapor sometimes used for dramatic effect at Halloween.) As we headed north for the hour-long drive to the studio, I started to feel light-headed. And Marnie did, too. Turns out we were DUI—of dry ice! That wispy vapor displaces the oxygen in the air, and if the concentration is too high, it can be dangerous. We made it safely, but lesson learned!


Pinch of fine sea salt, plus more for the ice

2 cups whole milk

1 vanilla bean, split and scraped or 1 tablespoon pure vanilla extract

6 large egg yolks

¼ cup sugar



To prepare an ice bath, fill a large bowl halfway with ice cubes; toss salt generously among the cubes, and add a bit of water. Set aside.

Bring the milk almost to a boil in a saucepan. Add the vanilla seeds and bean. Cover and leave in a warm place to infuse vanilla flavor, about 15 minutes. Remove the bean, wash it to use again, and reheat the milk to boiling.

In a second saucepan, blend together the egg yolks, sugar, and a pinch of salt with a wooden spoon until thick and light, being careful not to make the mixture foamy. (Add pure vanilla extract, if using.) Whisk in half the hot milk, then whisk the mixture back into the remaining milk.

Heat gently, stirring constantly with a wooden spoon. Continue stirring the custard until the mixture is thick enough to coat the back of the spoon and it reaches 180°F on an instant-read thermometer. Remove from the heat.

Set a sieve over a large clean bowl, and pass the custard through the sieve.

Place the bowl in the ice bath and stir the custard until it has completely cooled. Lay a piece of plastic wrap directly on the surface of the custard to prevent a skin from forming. Store the custard, refrigerated, for up to 24 hours. Use as a dessert sauce or process according to machine instructions for French vanilla ice cream.



[image: ]Pastry Cream Crème Pâtissière

MAKES 2½ CUPS

Crème Pâtissière may sound fancy, but this is essentially vanilla pudding. I have always been more of a chocolate kind of girl, but Mama loves vanilla. She’s had quarts of Mexican vanilla extract in her baking pantry for as long as I can remember. This can be served as pudding, as the base for a tart, or layered between crepes or even the dacquiose.

This recipe may seem excessively old school, so stuffy French. Many hot-shot chefs would scoff—there’s no foam or espuma in sight. You know what? Taste it. It’s delicious. Sometimes old-school is the way to go—and Mama is usually right.


2 cups whole milk

1 vanilla bean, split and scraped, or 1 tablespoon pure vanilla extract

6 large egg yolks

½ cup sugar

⅓ cup all-purpose flour

Pinch of fine sea salt



Bring the milk almost to a boil in a saucepan. Add the vanilla seeds and bean. Cover and leave in a warm place to infuse the vanilla flavor, about 15 minutes. Remove the bean, wash it to use again, and reheat the milk to boiling.

In a bowl, beat the egg yolks and the sugar with a wooden spoon, until thick and light. Stir in the flour and the pinch of salt to make a smooth paste. (Add the vanilla extract, if using.) Whisk the scalded milk into the egg mixture, blending well, then return the mixture to the pan. Place over low heat and whisk until boiling. (Make sure the cream is perfectly smooth before letting it come to a boil!) Cook the cream, whisking constantly, for 2 minutes.

Strain the cream into a bowl. To use immediately, cool over an ice bath, stirring often, until cooled completely. If refrigerating for later use, to prevent a skin from forming, press a piece of buttered plastic wrap onto the surface and refrigerate until cool, several hours or overnight. Store for up to 2 days in the refrigerator.



[image: ]Caramel Sauce

MAKES ABOUT 1½ CUPS

Meme always made her caramel sauce in a cast iron skillet. The heavy-duty pan is helpful in preventing burning. Now, I’m not saying Meme was wrong—because she made many a caramel in her day—but it’s hard to tell the color in a dark pan. My suggestion is to use a heavy-duty stainless steel pan to play it safe.

A drizzle of this would taste good over red Georgia clay, it’s so delicious. Sometimes I use soft goat cheese instead of the heavy cream to create Chevre Caramel Sauce, something truly out of this world. It’s perfect with dark chocolate and full-flavored desserts.


1 cup sugar

½ cup water

Juice of ½ lemon

½ cup (1 stick) unsalted butter

½ cup heavy cream or fresh goat cheese

1 vanilla bean, split and scraped, or 1 tablespoon pure vanilla extract

Pinch of fine sea salt



In a heavy saucepan, combine the sugar, water, and lemon juice. Heat over low heat, swirling the pan occasionally, until the sugar dissolves. Increase the heat to high and bring to a boil. Continue to boil, without stirring, until it begins to turn golden around the edges. (It is important not to stir, or the syrup may crystallize).

Meanwhile, combine the butter and cream in a small saucepan. Heat until the butter melts. Keep warm. When the syrup begins to color, lower the heat, and continue boiling to a deep golden color. It will darken rapidly. Remove the pan from the heat and add the butter and cream. (Be very careful because the syrup will furiously bubble up in the pan.) Return the pan to the heat and stir until the caramel is completely dissolved. Add the vanilla and a pinch of salt. Stir to combine.

Serve warm or at room temperature. Store the sauce in an airtight container in the refrigerator for up to 1 month; it will solidify. Reheat it over a double boiler or in a heavy saucepan over very low heat, adding a bit of warm water if it is too thick and not of sauce or pouring consistency.




Sugar Stages

When I was in culinary school, our chef made us test the temperature of sugar syrups with our fingers. French masochist. Only a few dared, but I certainly wasn’t going to be intimidated. We foolish few held our fingers in ice water until it was time to make the quick dip to test the stage of the syrup. I managed to do it, but I got still got burned. One of my fellow students who was too timid (and wise) to work with her fingers accidentally drizzled sugar on my finger from her wooden spoon. My finger burning, I instinctively put my finger in my mouth instead of the adjacent bowl of ice water—and burned my mouth in the process. It was one of those “can’t win for losing” moments. I suggest you forgo the daredevil routine; it’s dangerous. Get yourself a candy thermometer.

The key to sugar work is temperature. The final texture of candy depends on the sugar concentration. As the syrup boils, water evaporates, the sugar concentration increases, and the boiling point rises. A given temperature corresponds to a particular sugar concentration. The stage refers to the reaction of a spoonful of sugar syrup drizzled into cold water.

Thread Stage: 230°F to 235°F

At this relatively low temperature, there is still a lot of water left in the syrup. When you drop a little of this syrup into cold water to cool, it forms a liquid thread that will not ball up, but simply dissolves in the water. Cooking sugar to this stage simply produces syrup, not candy.

Soft-Ball Stage: 234°F to 242°F

At this temperature, sugar syrup dropped into cold water will form a soft, flexible ball. Fudge, classic pralines, and fondant are made by cooking sugar to the soft-ball stage.

Firm-Ball Stage: 244°F to 248°F

Drizzle a little of this syrup in cold water. It will form a firm ball that will retain its shape when you take it out of the water, but will remain pliable and will flatten when squeezed between your fingers. Caramels are cooked to the firm-ball stage.

Hard-Ball Stage: 250°F to 266°F

At this stage, the syrup will form thick threads as it drips from the spoon. Very little water remains and the sugar concentration is rather high. The syrup drizzled into cold water will form a hard ball. If you take the ball out of the water, it won’t flatten, but you can still change its shape by squashing it. Nut brittles, nougat, marshmallows, and divinity are cooked to the hard-ball stage.

Soft-Crack Stage: 270°F to 290°F

As the syrup reaches the soft-crack stage, the bubbles on top of the boiling syrup will become smaller and closer together. When you drop a bit of this syrup into cold water, it will solidify into threads that, when removed from the water, are flexible, not brittle. They will bend slightly before cracking and breaking. Butterscotch is cooked to the soft-crack stage.

Hard-Crack Stage: 300°F to 310°F

The hard-crack stage is the highest temperature before caramel. If you spoon a little of the molten syrup into cold water, it will form hard, brittle threads that crack and break when bent. Toffee and lollipops are cooked to the hard-crack stage.

Caramel: 330°F to 350°F

At the lower end of the temperature range of caramel, all the water has boiled away and the pure sugar is liquid and light amber. As the temperature rises, the sugar becomes richer and darker. Caramelized sugar is used for spun sugar and also can be used to give a candy coating to nuts, or made into Burnt Caramel Icing. Above 350°F caramel tastes burnt and bitter.
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    Black Pepper Cheese Shortbread
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