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« WHAT IS THE GREEN KITCHEN? »

The Green Kitchen began at a large, joyous gathering in San Francisco that attracted thousands of cooks and eaters, farmers and ranchers, cheese makers and winemakers, bakers and beekeepers, fishermen and foragers—all united by a passion for food and for a sustainable future. I was lucky enough to be one of the organizers of this event, which was called Slow Food Nation. We knew people were coming from all over the country to taste and learn, so we decided to include a demonstration kitchen to show what all good cooks have in common: a set of basic techniques that are universal to all cuisines. Once learned by heart, these are the techniques that free cooks from an overdependence on recipes and a fear of improvisation.

The basic techniques of good cooking do not require a lavish kitchen or a lot of specialized equipment. Far from it: For our demonstration kitchen at Slow Food Nation, all we had was a table, a couple of sharp knives and a cutting board, a hot plate and a few pots, a mortar and pestle, and a compost bucket. We called it the Green Kitchen, and we invited a diverse group of well-known and not-so-well-known cooks to give short presentations there. We also invited Christopher Hirsheimer and Melissa Hamilton to photograph the presenters. Christopher and Melissa’s portraits of the cooks appear here with the simple techniques they demonstrated, which I have explained in my own voice, sometimes illustrating them with my own slightly different recipes, while remaining as faithful to their intentions as posible. (The demonstrations can also be seen online, at www.alicewatersgreenkitchen.com.) I’ve also included additional recipes of my own, and some elementary guidelines for equipping your own green kitchen and for stocking it with the provisions you need for fresh and healthy meals.

At home in their own kitchens, even the most renowned chefs do not consider themselves to be chefs; there, they are simply cooks, preparing the simple, uncomplicated food they like best. Preparing food like that does not have to be hard work. On the contrary, the whole process—thinking about food, deciding what you want to eat, shopping for ingredients, and, finally, cooking and eating—is the purest pleasure, and too much fun to be reserved exclusively for “foodies.” Cooking creates a sense of well-being for yourself and the people you love and brings beauty and meaning to everyday life. And all it requires is common sense—the common sense to eat seasonally, to know where your food comes from, to support and buy from local farmers and producers who are good stewards of our natural resources, and to apply the same principles of conservation to your own home kitchen.

All the good cooks I know are sensualists who take great pleasure in the beauty, smell, taste, and feel of the ingredients. They cook with their hands. Touch conveys so much about freshness, ripeness, condition, and texture. Our hands are amazingly sensitive tools. The best way to judge the doneness of a steak on the grill or a piece of fish in the oven is to touch it: How tender or resistant it feels will tell you how rare or cooked it is. The best way to toss a bowl of delicate salad greens is with your fingers: You won’t crush the tender leaves and you can feel when there is enough, but not too much, dressing. With practice, your hands will remember, and these skills will become natural and automatic.

The value of learning a foundation of basic techniques is that once these skills become instinctive, you can cook comfortably and confidently without recipes, inspired by the ingredients you have. This book has recipes, of course, but they are intended as examples of methods and techniques that apply to all cooking everywhere. Once you have mastered a few dishes by making them repeatedly—such as a dinner of roast chicken with oven-roasted potatoes and turnips, and a garden salad with garlic vinaigrette—you will be rewarded with satisfying meals and a great sense of accomplishment. There is enormous pleasure in cooking good food simply and in sharing the cooking and the eating with friends and family. I think it is the best antidote to our overstressed modern lives. And there is nothing better than putting a plate of delicious food on the table for the people you love.
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The most important part of cooking is shopping and provisioning, before the real cooking begins. Not only is it difficult to make something delicious from inferior ingredients, but when you have raw food that has life and flavor, simple cooking is all that is needed. My mantra is: organic, local, and seasonal. Freshness is key. Vegetables and fruit just harvested have a vitality that you can see and taste and smell. That is one of the arguments for buying locally produced food; the closer you are to the source, the fresher the food is likely to be. That the food is organic is also critical. It will taste the best because it will have been grown in healthy soil. The food we eat is simply not wholesome if it contains harmful chemical residues. And by choosing to buy food from farmers and ranchers who produce food organically, we support the people who are taking care of the environment and nurturing the soil.

There are certain ingredients that I always want to have on hand in the kitchen. They fall into two general categories: the less perishable stores like oils and vinegars, and rice and beans, which are replenished less frequently; and the very perishable fresh produce, dairy, eggs, and meats, which are in constant rotation through the kitchen.



Olive oils and vinegars

Salts and peppercorns

Chile peppers and spices

Pastas and noodles

Rice and dried beans

Teas, coffee, and wine

Flours and sugar

Baking powder and soda

Vanilla and vanilla beans

Fresh herbs and salad greens

Garlic and shallots

Onions, carrots, and celery

Seasonal vegetables and fruit

Meat, poultry, and fish

Milk and eggs

Butter and cheese

Chicken stock

Nuts and bread

Regular shopping routines are pleasing, efficient, and economical—both the once- or twice-a-week trips to the farmers’ market for staples and the once-a-year trips for such inspiring seasonal arrivals as the first cherries and apricots, or the first fresh shelling beans and striped eggplants. Having a select and thoughtfully stocked pantry, knowing you always have a few good things at home to cook and eat, means you have something to look forward to and cooking can be a joy, not a chore.



OLIVE OILS & VINEGARS



There is a dizzying array of olive oils to choose from and dizzying prices to match, so it is helpful to understand the terms on the label. There are two categories of olive oil defined by how they are processed: virgin oil and refined oil. Virgin oil is pressed and filtered without heat or chemical processing. “Extra-virgin” oil is the highest grade; it has the best flavor and lowest acidity level. “Virgin” oil is produced by the same method, but it has a milder flavor and it can have a higher acidity level. Refined oils have undergone a chemical process to neutralize strong flavors or defects in the oil. Pure olive oil is usually a neutral-tasting blend of virgin and refined oil. Virgin oils do not contain any refined oil.

Most olive oil on the market comes from Mediterranean countries; a smaller amount is produced in California and other parts of the globe. Olive oils are comparable to grapes and wine in that many factors determine their quality and taste: olive variety, climate, soil, ripeness at harvest time, and age. Some extra-virgin oils have soft, buttery qualities, others have grassy and herbaceous flavors, some are hot and spicy tasting, and most have a lingering peppery finish.

Extra-virgin oils are the most intensely flavored and are best used uncooked, for salads, sauces, and finishing additions to soups and vegetables, because their flavors can be compromised by heating. A lesser quality (and less expensive) extra-virgin or virgin oil is better for sautéing and all-purpose use. I recommend having a few different oils on hand for different uses, depending on your budget and how much oil you use. Olive oil is perishable. It is at its peak when freshly pressed, but its aromas and flavors gradually diminish over time and it is best consumed within a year of harvest. Once opened, use it up within a few months and, if possible, store it in a cool place out of the sun.

High price doesn’t guarantee quality. There are many extremely expensive fancy bottles of oil from boutique producers that don’t seem to justify the cost. Specialty food stores and high-end supermarkets are probably the best places to shop for oil. Some offer samples for tasting and sell oils in bulk, and allow choices in a range of quantities. Finding oil that suits your taste at an economical price is a matter of trial and error. Ask your friends what they’re cooking with; the same goes for vinegars. I like to ask at restaurants as well; if I taste a particularly good vinaigrette on a salad, I’ll ask what oil and vinegar they’re using in the kitchen.

Walnut and hazelnut oils are intensely nutty in flavor and very good in salad dressings with bitter greens and chicories, and with fall fruits such as pears, persimmons, apples, and figs. Nut oils can taste very strong on their own and are better used in combination with mild olive oil. They are also quite perishable and can become rancid in a short time once opened. Store them in the refrigerator and use them up within a month or two.

Neutral-tasting peanut oil or vegetable oil is a good choice for deep-frying or frying at hot temperatures. Most have a smoke point well above the average frying temperature of 375°F. Olive oil has a lower smoke point and is not the best choice for high-temperature frying.

I keep several different kinds of vinegars on hand: red wine vinegar, champagne and white wine vinegars, sherry vinegar, and balsamic vinegar. As with olive oils and other ingredients, quality varies. Inexpensive wine vinegars are often made from bad wine and taste like it. Good-quality unpasteurized wine vinegar is the best. The most flavorful ones will cost more, but they are worth it. Considering that you typically use vinegar in very small amounts, that added flavor goes a long way. Genuine balsamic vinegar is aged, highly concentrated, and very expensive; it is meant to be used sparingly drop by drop. Most commercial balsamic vinegars are considerably less expensive and quite sweet. I find they are most useful when blended with other flavorful wine vinegars to balance the sweetness. Other combinations of vinegars are interesting, too—sherry vinegar with white or red wine vinegar is good for dressing many vegetable and fruit salads. Experiment to find what you like. Cider vinegar is good for pickling vegetables, and rice wine vinegar is good for flavoring sushi rice and for dressing Asian-style salads and pickles.

For those who have the interest and wherewithal, you can make excellent vinegar at home. It’s a great way to use the remains of the occasional unfinished bottle of wine. You will need a large glass jug covered at the top with a double thickness of cheesecloth (the vinegar needs to breathe), or a small wooden vinegar cask with a bunghole at the top for adding wine and a small spigot at the bottom to draw off the vinegar. You can find what you need at a store that sells winemaking supplies. The cask or glass container should be inoculated with an unpasteurized vinegar, which will contain what is called a vinegar mother, the cloudy and harmless mass you sometimes find suspended in a bottle of vinegar. This “mother” is the bacterial culture that converts the alcohol in wine to acetic acid, turning it to vinegar. The better the quality of the wine added to the vinegar barrel, the better tasting the resulting vinegar will be.
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ICIOUS, AFFORDABLE, WHOLESOME
IS THE GOAL OF THE GREEN KITCHEN.

oD

AN ORGANIC PANTRY IS AN ESSENTIAL RESOURCE,

BUY FOOD THAT IS ORGANIC, LOCAL, AND SEASONAL.
COOKING AND SHOPPING FOR FOOD BRINGS
RHYTHM AND MEANING TO OUR LIVES.

SIMPLE COOKING TECHNIQUES CAN BE LEARNED BY HEART.
DAILY COOKING IMPROVES THE ECONOMY OF THE KITCHEN.
COOKING EQUIPMENT THAT IS DURABLE AND MINIMAL
SIMPLIFIES THE COOKING,

A GARDEN BRINGS LIFE AND BEAUTY TO THE TABLE.
COMPOSTING NOURISHES THE LAND THAT FEEDS US.
SETTING THE TABLE AND EATING TOGETHER
TEACHES ESSENTIAL VALUES TO OUR CHILDREN.
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