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This book is dedicated to all of us free-wheeling
 cooks who delight in new discoveries
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Introduction



“Breakaway” cooking is a new and powerful way for home cooks to think about what to put on the table. It’s a style of cooking uniquely suited to today’s dizzying array of choices of what and how to eat. It pays homage to the culinary traditions and ingredients of half a dozen or so countries, yet it breaks away from all of them to create a new and coherent way to cook.

Breakaway food is simple to prepare: it requires little or no previous cooking experience and takes little time. It’s powerfully flavored and reaches far and wide for inspiration and ingredients. “Ah, fusion cooking,” you might say. Not at all.

When people ask, “What’s the difference between breakaway cooking and fusion?” I say that breakaway cooking is fusion that actually makes sense. Both are attracted to the combination of disparate and often surprising elements, but breakaway cooking, unlike much fusion cooking, consciously keeps things simple. Breakaway cooking is for home cooks who aren’t interested in novelty for novelty’s sake (in contrast to cutting-edge fusion restaurants, which constantly seek to lead the pack), but whose cooking can be improved radically with the introduction of a few key global ingredients.


I use what I call “global flavor blasts”—things like miso, pomegranate molasses, and tamarind—which are flavor-packed, intense ingredients that typically take a lot of time and care to make from scratch but are now widely, inexpensively, and conveniently available in ethnic markets and online. You can add a tremendous amount of flavor to a dish simply by incorporating some of these robust flavors into your cooking, with very little effort or expense. And a cardinal rule of breakaway cooking is to season with authority. Part of the food’s vibrancy is derived from concentrated flavors that play off one another. This is especially true with salt, which forms the baseline of many of the dishes presented in this book.

Breakaway cooking is simultaneously about the fast and mindful preparation of food and about the slow savoring of that food. This is really what the “slow food” movement is about. You can, in my opinion, cook “slow food” quite quickly; it’s the savoring of it that takes up so much time (usually the entire evening, if things go well). One goal of breakaway cooking is to create simple combinations of textures and tastes that make you silently pause in gratification at the interplay going on in the mouth.

Moreover, breakaway cooking stresses the power of presentation. Serve your meals on excellent pottery and use glassware and table linens that really appeal to you; all are worth splurging on, considering how much time you’ll spend with them. And plating should always be simple, almost effortless—never stack or pile food in a way that requires deconstruction or even carving. As a diner, I prefer to simply lift bites into my mouth using chopsticks (wood feels much better in my mouth than metal does) and not have to do any “work” at the table at all.

Breakaway cooking also has a time/hassle component. If a dish takes two days to prepare, barely five minutes to eat, and another day to clean up properly, something’s wrong. Breakaway cooking is about making great food with little to no hassle.

But breakaway cooking is about a few other things too. It’s an approach to food that dissolves a lot of the tension that many of us feel about cooking and eating, about the role food plays in our lives. We all want to enjoy great food, but the never-ending battle between time constraints, creativity, and sheer information overload leaves us feeling paralyzed.

We spend so many hours of our lives shopping for food, preparing it, cooking it, consuming it, and cleaning up afterward. Most of us do it every day. If we can rise to what often feels like a tyrannical daily event without dread or fear or anxiety, it can be an anchoring presence for the other twenty-three hours of the day. Once we acknowledge and embrace the huge role that food inevitably plays in our lives, good things begin to happen.

 


I spent most of my twenties and thirties living in Japan, where it is very easy to walk out the door anytime and get a decent, inexpensive, and nutritious meal. Traditional, everyday Japanese cuisine is a thing of simplicity and wonder, and for years I frequented the restaurants of Kyoto and Tokyo with unflagging enthusiasm. But eventually it dawned on me that, not only did I enjoy cooking dinner at home, but I often liked the food that I cooked better too. The reason was simple: I cooked food made expressly for my own palate. I didn’t care if the food I made was considered traditional or untraditional, authentic or inauthentic: the only thing I cared about was whether it tasted good. My cooking epiphany came when I realized that my palate is almighty: the only right way to cook something is to cook it so it tastes good to you. That notion is the heart and soul of breakaway cooking.

In the beginning I enjoyed the process of reproducing classic Japanese dishes, but once I mastered those, I liked tweaking dishes in ways that tasted good to me. I like eating tofu, for example, in the traditional way, with soy sauce, scallions, and grated ginger. But I also like mixing soft tofu with pomegranate molasses and egg and baking it, or drizzling it with good olive oil, fresh herbs, and sliced fruit and dusting the dish with salt and pepper. Edamame (fresh soybeans) are great just shucked and salted—pretty much the only way they’re eaten in Japan—but they’re even better when you puree a handful of them with a vinaigrette of choice and then dress the rest of them with that sauce. Udon is lovely in a traditional dashi (broth made from kelp and dried bonito), but it takes on a new life altogether when you blend mint, cilantro, fresh ginger, lemon, and olive oil and work that into the cooked noodles. Traditionalists might cry foul, but who cares? I am the one eating it.

When I moved back to San Francisco after fifteen years in Japan, I discovered that my breakaway style of cooking—using Japanese ingredients in unorthodox yet delightful ways by combining them with the best organic bounty I could find—could be expanded radically by the cornucopia of beautiful ingredients I was seeing everywhere. Indian, Middle Eastern, Chinese, and Mexican markets beckoned, and I began, much as I did in Japan, by purchasing unfamiliar ingredients and playing with them, getting to know their flavor profiles. And by combining these new (to me) tastes with whatever seasonal produce I happened to find at farmers’ markets, I began to make some really good food, food that paid homage to certain ethnic culinary traditions but that broke away from the confines of “authenticity” and toward something more organic, lively, and simple. The principles of breakaway Japanese cooking, I discovered, could easily be transferred to other culinary traditions.

 


The recipes that follow are simple to prepare. While I’ve tried to be clear and precise in the recipes and descriptions, I intend for them to be suggestions and guides. When you use recipes as broad outlines rather than as tight scripts (as I hope you will use mine), you tend to substitute or omit altogether some ingredients called for in any given dish. I happen to love each one of these, yet even I, the author, seem incapable of making them the same way twice. Quite a few of the dishes were happy accidents, the result of an almost-bare fridge and a snarling stomach. The entire spirit of this book urges you to ignore anything I say in these recipes: try them as written once and then use them as a backbone or an entry point for new dishes that you’ll create, given the ingredients you have on hand, time constraints, energy levels, or anything else that guides your cooking.

The metaphor is far from original, but you can use this book in the same way that a confident classical musician can sight-read any composition—by simply following what’s written on the page—and thereby do the piece justice. Or you can improvise like a jazz musician and add your own flourishes and flavors and come up with different results each time. I suggest doing both. But whatever you do, take everything I say with a large grain of sea salt and use your own palate to guide you.







Salt and Pepper: The Breakaway Workhorses



It’s impossible to overstate the importance of good salt and good pepper in cooking. They are the two most important ingredients in the cuisines of most cultures, and for good reason. The proper use of salt and pepper—and by that I mean quality, not necessarily quantity—will make an average meal an exceptional one.

Salt

Arguments over salt remind me of the PC versus Mac computer imbroglios of the early days. The “salt is salt—it’s all sodium chloride” crowd argues vehemently that any differences in taste are purely in the mind of the taster, that the taste buds can’t tell the difference, and that the people who buy little eight-dollar canisters of French sea salt are being hoodwinked. Others say, with less ardor but equal conviction, that expensive salt actually tastes better.

My salt arsenal is vast. I use all kinds, including various sea salts and especially finishing-salt blends that I make in my spice grinder. I add interesting ingredients to sel gris (gray salt) from Brittany and then whir them together to produce unique and flavor-packed salts such as maccha salt, lavender salt, smoked paprika salt, citrus salt, shiso salt, rosemary salt, blended-herb salt…the list goes on and on. And I’m always trying to discover new salt combinations.

There are essentially three types of culinary salt: iodized table salt, kosher salt, and sea salt. Some distinguish a fourth type, fleur de sel, but it’s really just a kind of sea salt, so we’ll make do with the three.

I find table salt unsatisfactory on a number of levels. It contains additives that make it pour easily no matter how humid the weather. It also tends to melt and go into solution in a general sense, salting the dish in toto, but somehow doing this unpleasantly to my taste. It makes foods taste processed. Worst of all, it contains iodine, a taste that lingers in my neurons from childhood cuts and scrapes, on which my mother slathered the vile orange stuff. If salt gives even a whiff of this scent—and iodized salt does—it does not belong on food.


Kosher salt is harvested the same way table salt is—by shooting pressurized water into salt deposits, capturing and evaporating that solution, and then collecting the salt crystals that remain—but kosher salt crystals are then raked, which gives them a much larger crystalline structure. These larger crystals absorb blood from slaughtered animals better than table salt does. Because Jewish dietary laws require blood to be extracted from meat before it is eaten—a process called koshering—it became kosher salt. It contains none of the additives of table salt.

Sea salt is simply evaporated seawater. It contains all kinds of trace ingredients, is generally less dense than table salt, and tastes like the ocean.

I’ve done my share of blind salt tastings on finished food, and the results have been overwhelmingly conclusive: sea salt makes food taste better. Part of the attraction seems to be the trace amounts of other sea stuff that cling to it (notes of seaweed, maybe, or just a general “oceany” feel to it). But another major benefit is textural: the larger, crunchier crystals provide localized salt bursts that make food wake up and shine in the mouth. Larger crystals resting atop the finished food remain separate components, not unlike an herb or a piece of citrus zest.

I use kosher salt in the beginning stages of cooking: for seasoning sautéed shallots and onions, on meat, fish, and chicken, whenever salt is needed during the cooking process. It lacks the mineral notes of sea salt, but the oversized crystals are good for pinching with your fingers; they fall on food like little snowflakes. Because kosher salt has a surface volume many times larger than table salt, it doesn’t taste as “salty” as normal compact table salt does. It’s tasty, easy to work with, and cheap: you can get a large box for a dollar or two.

Once food is cooked or ready to be served, I use sea salt. I keep two small ceramic bowls of it next to my stove. One is sel gris, the gray, large-crystal salt from Brittany, which tends to be moister than other salt. The other is a whiter, Mexican sea salt that has smaller crystals and doesn’t taste quite as oceany. There is something satisfying and aesthetic about reaching into a bowl and pinching the exact amount you want. I never use salt shakers—the holes aren’t big enough to accommodate the salt I prefer, and I have more of a “feel” for how much salt should be used by touching it with my fingers. (To keep things simple in the recipes that follow, I don’t specify the use of sea salt, but readers are encouraged to use it copiously.)

I also keep a half dozen or so blended salts near the stove, each in its own pretty little ceramic bowl; these are explained in detail in “Breakaway Flavor Blasts”. These salts can turn the most ordinary of dishes—poached eggs, tofu, grilled chicken, corn on the cob—into sublime taste sensations with no work other than simply pinching some and sprinkling it on.

If you take away just one thing from this book, let it be this: good salt is your friend. It can elevate your cooking from the predictable and mundane into something lofty and invigorating.

Pepper

Nothing will kill a dish faster or more thoroughly than stale preground pepper. Whole peppercorns, to be ground as needed, make a tremendous difference in your cooking.


Many people grind their peppercorns at the time of use, with a pepper mill. There is nothing wrong with that, but I find the required two-handed motion a nuisance. Not only do I have to drop what I’m doing with my other hand, but I usually need at least ten cranks of the thing to get the amount I want.

I grind mine in a small electric coffee mill that is a dedicated spice grinder. I pour the ground pepper into yet another small ceramic bowl that sits right next to my salt. As with the salt, I reach in with my fingers and grab whatever amount of pepper I need. It’s faster and more accurate than grinding and requires only one hand. I grind enough pepper for about three or four days of use. I also like to pulse the peppercorns so that some of them remain coarser than others. Finely ground peppercorns are not as aesthetically pleasing as pepper that varies in its coarseness; some of the peppercorns will be barely crushed, while the pepper in other parts of the bowl will be finely ground. A pinch with your fingers will typically pick up both.

I sometimes use pink and green peppercorns, and even a blend of all three, but they have not yet graduated to always-by-the-stove bowl status. I don’t use white peppercorns—the smell of them is offputting to me, even if a dish might be more visually appealing with it.

I am quite generous with my use of both salt and pepper. I find that most home cooks underuse both. Many seem unaware that the pleasure in eating great restaurant food comes from the liberal use of salt (and butter, of course). Start on the conservative side and add more until it tastes right.







Breakaway Equipment



I am not a believer in “sets” of cookware. Some of the set is useful, and much of it isn’t. Why own something that doesn’t get used and just takes up valuable space? Buy your cookware as you need it, one piece at a time. Kitchens that have disparate cookware are homier and have more character than a long row of matching cookware. Avoid matching sets of all kinds, be it tableware, sheets, furniture, or cookware. There is great beauty and intimacy in asymmetry.

This is what I have in my kitchen:

Blender

The blender is the appliance used most frequently in my kitchen. Inexpensive blenders work fine for many, if not most, jobs, but I find a more powerful blender to be a pure joy to use. I use the mighty Vita-Prep, which packs a remarkable two-horsepower motor. It makes a fine powder out of whole grains without even pausing for breath and will puree anything. It also has a dial for variable speed, a function I’ve grown fond of over the years, because I always start out slow and increase to whatever speed is called for.

Chef’s Pan

A chef’s pan is essentially a small wok, about 10 inches in diameter, with a handle, but I find it superior to a wok because of its smaller size, its flat bottom, and its surface, which resists sticking (at least the one I have, made by Calphalon), thus obviating the need for excessive oil. It does a magnificent job cooking vegetables, fried rice, and dozens of other foods.


Clay Pots

Chinese, Japanese, and Southeast Asian markets carry these useful and pretty yet inexpensive things. Even Emile Henry, the French maker of ceramicware, has started to make clay pots. They can be used for hot pots, as casserole dishes, or even on the stovetop (good for browning meat—the heavier ones are effective over high heat for searing—then putting them in the oven with some liquid for braising). They can also be set on the table as is (using a trivet, of course) for a rustic presentation. I have three sizes: small, medium, and large.

Dutch Oven

The Dutch oven is essentially a braising pan. It’s perfect for cuts of meat that require the slow, moist heat of a braise, especially larger cuts like pork butt/shoulder or beef chuck, blade steak, or round. Quality really matters here; mine is made by All-Clad.

Egg Pan

Egg proteins have some of the nastiest sticking properties around. Assuming you’re an egg fan, as I am, and eat a lot of them, you should dedicate a nonstick pan to eggs only; it will continue to perform beautifully for years. I prefer the Le Creuset 10-inch nonstick enameled cast-iron pan, which is significantly heavier than other nonstick pans.

Knives

Again, you don’t need a “set” of knives. Just three or four well-chosen and comfortable knives, possibly from different makers, are plenty. If you ask people with a fancy set of knives which ones they actually use, the answer will almost invariably be just two or three.

The most daunting part of cooking for a lot of people seems to be related to knives. I’ve found that my enjoyment of cooking is directly proportional to the quality and sharpness of knives: the sharper they are, the more I enjoy them (and conversely: dull knives are no fun at all). Cutting vegetables and especially meat becomes tiresome if the knife works against you rather than for you.

My main workhorse is a six-inch chef’s knife, but I also make heavy use of a paring knife. I use both Henckel and Wüsthof, but the maker matters less than comfort and heft, the feel of the knife in your hand. It must be comfortable. Also on hand in my kitchen are a Japanese vegetable cleaver (good for large jobs that involve lengthy periods of chopping) and a long, serrated bread knife. These are the knives I use on a daily basis.

Great meals can, of course, be made with cheap knives—actually, this goes for all kinds of cheap cookware—but after one has risen to this challenge, why continue? Cheap crap, as the iconoclastic food writer John Thorne once wrote, is never neutral: “It constantly drags at your self-respect by demeaning the job at hand.”

Pasta/Soup Pot

Pasta likes being cooked in plenty of water, so it’s important to have a big pot. Also handy for making large quantities of soup, for brining whole chickens, and for use as a large vessel into which one can dump just about anything. Quality is less important for this pot than for any of the others, but avoid the cheap aluminum kinds.


Roasting Pan with a Rack

Essential for roasting whole chickens, turkeys, and many other things. I like it for cooking bacon in the oven. When meats are on a rack, the fat renders (melts) and drips below into the pan. I often line mine with a sheet of aluminum foil to facilitate cleanup. Make sure the pan will fit into your oven before purchasing!

Saucepans

You might like a small nonstick saucepan for things like making oatmeal, small quantities of rice and soup, and simple sauces. A medium saucepan, again nonstick, is good for rice, soup, and reheating. Both should have tight-fitting lids.

Skillets, Small Nonstick

I keep two of these hanging around for smaller jobs such as sautéing shallots or onions, making simple sauces, and frying small quantities of anything.

Skillet, Stainless, 10-inch, Oven-Safe

This is essential for browning/searing meats, which need to be finished in the oven to make sure their middles are sufficiently cooked. Also good for braising, provided you have a tight-fitting lid for it.

Spice Grinder

A small, inexpensive electric coffee mill is the ideal tool for grinding spices. You can grind pepper to the desired consistency in no time. It’s especially good for making quick work of whole dried spices and grains such as star anise, coriander seeds, lentils, and rice flakes (for making crusts) and for making bread crumbs from stale bread. It’s also essential for making flavored salts (“Breakaway Flavor Blasts”). A spice grinder is one of the best twenty-dollar investments you can possibly make.

Zesters

These wonderful little tools—based on the design of the rasp, the woodworking tool designed to shave wood—will greatly expand the range of your cooking. They efficiently remove the zest (the colored skin) from any citrus fruit, which can then be used as is or chopped up in any number of shapes and sizes. Many of the recipes in this book use zest, and this is the tool best designed to remove it. You can use a knife to peel zest off, but it’s time-consuming, wasteful, and messy. With a rasp zester you can zest a lemon or an orange in about 10 seconds. I use three kinds: (1) the five-hole one for long strands of zest; (2) the Microplane fine, which makes zest so fine it almost begins to take the form of liquid; and (3) the Microplane coarse, which makes short work of a recalcitrant chunk of Parmesan or other hard cheese, stale bread, cucumbers, potatoes…its list of uses goes on and on.
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The Breakaway Pantry



It took me a long time to realize that cooking is vastly more enjoyable and creative if your pantry is filled with fresh and varied products. Like many people, I used to keep stuff in my pantry that was, shall we say charitably, well past its prime. My golden rules now are:


	Keep quantities small and manageable.

	Keep everything visible—it’s too easy to forget about things you can’t see.

	Use everything; don’t let things sit around.



The better managed your pantry, the more comfortable you become with key ingredients. And the better, more interesting cook you become.

The first thing to do is throw out as much as you can possibly bear, especially rancid oils. If oil tastes or smells off in any way (especially if it smells like motor oil), it is rancid. There is no way to get through this mildly unpleasant task other than to just do it, item by item. Every single thing in your pantry should be examined. With the exception of canned goods and a few spices (more on those below), if they haven’t been used in six months to a year, the likelihood of using them in the immediate future is low. So throw them out! For this exercise/exorcise, it is better to err on the side of abandon (if even slightly in doubt, throw it out) than frugality.

The most basic of pantries stocked with just a few key ingredients can provide delicious meals in less than thirty minutes—often much less—even when you haven’t gone shopping in a while and there is next to nothing in your refrigerator. Having a kitchen stocked with very basic ingredients is liberating. You’ll be confident that you can feed an unexpected guest or two, no matter how long it’s been since you last went shopping.

Think of your necessary items as belonging to two groups: perishables and nonperishables. My refrigerator is pretty small, so I can’t stock it as well as I’d like to, but at a minimum I almost always have the following:


	fresh eggs

	tofu

	unsalted butter

	miso

	fresh ginger

	Greek yogurt (I like Total yogurt)

	mustard

	carrot juice

	jam

	maple syrup

	yuzu juice

	chutney

	fresh herbs

	Garlic Confit (“Breakaway Flavor Blasts”)



The list is a bit longer for nonperishable items. I don’t have much pantry space, but I am always supplied with:


	fruity extra virgin olive oil (usually at least three kinds)

	vinegars: balsamic, rice, brown rice, champagne, red wine, sherry, and usually a few homemade fruit vinegars, like fig, cherry, and persimmon (made by pouring champagne vinegar into a clean jar, adding chopped dried fruit, and allowing it to macerate for a few weeks)

	soy sauce

	citrus fruit of all kinds

	whole dried spices, especially star anise, black and green peppercorns, coriander seeds, fennel seeds, and chipotle chiles

	sweeteners: honey, light brown sugar, dark brown sugar

	pasta: as many kinds as possible

	rice: white and brown, short-grain and long-grain

	potatoes

	onions, yellow and red

	shallots

	nuts: almonds, cashews, pine nuts, walnuts, peanuts

	salts (“Breakaway Flavor Blasts”)



That’s really about it. The most important thing is to be sure that all ingredients are fresh. The more frequently you cook, the fresher everything will be. Buy small quantities. This is especially important with olive oils. If a bottle of oil doesn’t smell fruity and delicious, throw it out and get another one.

A number of key global “flavor blasts” are used repeatedly throughout this book. They are very easy to gather and have lying around in your fridge and pantry. See “Breakaway Flavor Blasts” to find out more about these ingredients.
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