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1. Introduction

Every recipe in every cookbook uses some combination of just 15 fundamental cooking techniques. Master these and

you can cook anything - with or without a recipe. This guide breaks down each technique with the science of why it

works and practical tips for getting it right every time.

15 fundamental techniques cover 95% of all cooking methods

PRO TIP:
Once you understand techniques, you do not need recipes. You understand food.
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2. Dry Heat Methods

Saute

High heat, small amount of fat, constant movement. The French word means 'to jump' - food should be moving in the

pan. The pan must be HOT before adding food. Oil should shimmer but not smoke.

Science: High heat creates the Maillard reaction (browning) which produces hundreds of flavor compounds.

- Heat pan first, then add oil (prevents sticking)

- Do not overcrowd - food steams instead of browning if too close together

- Pat proteins dry before sauteing for better browning

- Use neutral oil (canola, grapeseed) for high heat; finish with butter for flavor

McGee, H. (2004). On Food and Cooking: The Science and Lore of the Kitchen. Scribner.

Roast

Dry heat in an oven, typically 350-450F. Creates browning on the exterior while cooking the interior gently. Best for:

large cuts of meat, whole vegetables, whole chickens.

- Start at high heat (425-450F) for browning, then reduce to 325-350F for even cooking

- Let meat come to room temperature before roasting (20-30 minutes)

- Use a wire rack for air circulation on all sides

- REST meat after roasting (10 minutes per pound) - juices redistribute

Grill

Direct radiant heat from below. Creates distinctive char marks and smoky flavor through the combustion of dripping fats.

Set up two zones: direct heat and indirect heat.

- Clean and oil the grate before cooking (paper towel with oil, held by tongs)

- Direct heat: searing steaks, burgers, thin cuts

- Indirect heat: whole chicken, ribs, thick cuts (lid closed)

- Only flip once - let the food release naturally from the grate

Broil

Intense direct heat from above. Like an upside-down grill. Excellent for finishing dishes (melting cheese, crisping tops),

quick-cooking fish, and toasting breadcrumbs. Watch constantly - it goes from perfect to burnt in seconds.
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Pan-Fry

Moderate oil (1/4 to 1/2 inch deep), medium-high heat. Differs from saute in the amount of fat used. Best for breaded

items, fish fillets, chicken cutlets. Oil temperature: 350-375F.

Deep Fry

Fully submerged in oil at 350-375F. The water in food turns to steam, creating a crispy exterior while steaming the

interior. Use a thermometer - temperature control is everything.

PRO TIP:
Oil temperature drops when food is added. Fry in small batches to maintain temperature.
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3. Wet Heat Methods

Boil

Water at 212F (100C) with rapid, rolling bubbles. Use for pasta, blanching vegetables, cooking potatoes. Key rule: use

plenty of water (1 gallon per pound of pasta). Salt the water - it should taste like the sea.

1 gallon of water per pound of pasta for proper cooking

Simmer

Gentle bubbles at 180-200F. Used for soups, sauces, stocks, braising liquids. Never boil a stock - it turns cloudy. Never

boil a cream sauce - it breaks. Simmering is the most-used technique in professional kitchens.

PRO TIP:
If a recipe says 'boil then simmer,' it means bring to a boil, then immediately reduce to

gentle bubbles.

Poach

Very gentle heat at 160-180F, with barely any bubbles visible. Perfect for delicate proteins: eggs, fish, chicken breasts.

Maintains moisture and tenderness that higher heat would destroy.

- Add acid (vinegar/lemon) to poaching liquid for eggs - helps whites set faster

- Court-bouillon (seasoned poaching liquid) adds flavor during cooking

Steam

Cooking with water vapor at 212F. No direct contact with liquid, so nutrients are preserved. Best for: vegetables, fish,

dumplings, tamales. Use a steamer basket or bamboo steamer over boiling water.

90% of nutrients retained when steaming vs. 60% when boiling (USDA)

Blanch and Shock
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Brief boiling (30-60 seconds) followed by immediate transfer to ice water. Stops cooking instantly. Sets color (bright

green vegetables), loosens skins (tomatoes, peaches), and partially cooks for later use.
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4. Combination Methods

Braise

Brown first (dry heat), then cook slowly in liquid (wet heat). The magic of braising: tough, cheap cuts become tender and

deeply flavorful. Low and slow - 275-325F for 2-4 hours. The collagen in tough cuts converts to gelatin, creating silky

richness.

- Brown meat well on all sides before adding liquid (flavor foundation)

- Liquid should come 1/2 to 2/3 up the meat, not cover it

- Cook covered in the oven, not on the stovetop (more even heat)

- Best cuts: chuck roast, short ribs, pork shoulder, lamb shanks

PRO TIP:
Braised dishes are always better the next day. Make ahead whenever possible.

Stew

Like braising but with smaller pieces fully submerged in liquid. Same principle: brown first, then slow-cook. Add

vegetables in stages based on cooking time (hard roots first, delicate greens last).

Stir-Fry

Extremely high heat, very fast cooking, constant motion. The wok must be smoking hot. Cut everything the same size

before you start. Cook in batches - do not overcrowd. Have all ingredients prepped and within reach (mise en place is

critical).

- Longest-cooking ingredients go in first, quickest-cooking go in last

- Sauce goes in at the very end - 30 seconds max

- If using home stove: cook protein first, remove, cook vegetables, add protein back
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5. Essential Sauce Making

The 5 Mother Sauces

Every sauce in Western cooking derives from these five foundations:

- Bechamel: Butter + flour roux + milk. Base for mac and cheese, cream sauces, gratins.

- Veloute: Butter + flour roux + white stock. Base for chicken, fish, mushroom sauces.

- Espagnole: Brown roux + brown stock + tomato. Base for demi-glace, bordelaise.

- Tomato: Tomatoes + aromatics + stock. Base for marinara, pizza sauce, arrabiata.

- Hollandaise: Egg yolks + clarified butter + lemon. Base for bearnaise, eggs benedict.

Master bechamel and tomato sauce first - they cover 80% of sauce needs.

Pan Sauce (The Most Useful Sauce)

After searing meat: 1) Remove meat, keep it resting. 2) Add shallot/onion to the fond (brown bits). 3) Deglaze with wine

or stock (scrape up all the fond). 4) Reduce by half. 5) Finish with cold butter or cream. 6) Season and serve. Takes 5

minutes and transforms a simple protein into a restaurant dish.

PRO TIP:
Never waste fond (the brown bits on the pan). That is pure concentrated flavor.
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6. Seasoning and Flavor Building

Salt

Season at every stage of cooking, not just at the end. Start early and taste often. Use kosher salt for cooking (easier to

pinch and control). A pinch of salt enhances sweetness and reduces bitterness.

Acid

If a dish tastes flat, it probably needs acid, not more salt. A squeeze of lemon, splash of vinegar, or spoonful of tomato

paste brightens everything. Add acid at the end of cooking.

Fat

Fat carries flavor. A drizzle of good olive oil or a pat of butter at the end transforms a dish. Fat also creates richness and

mouth-feel.

Heat

Chili flakes, black pepper, fresh chilies. Heat creates contrast and stimulates appetite. Add gradually - you can always

add more.
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7. Temperature Control

The most common cooking mistake is wrong temperature. Buy a thermometer.

Chicken: 165F internal. Steak (medium-rare): 130F. Pork: 145F. Fish: 145F or when it flakes. Bread: 190-210F internal.

PRO TIP:
Carryover cooking: Remove meat 5-10F before target temperature. It continues cooking

while resting.
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8. Putting It All Together

Learn these techniques interactively with the MidRecipes app. Bite-sized lessons, practice exercises, and AI coaching to

help you master each technique. Download at midrecipes.com.
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