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RESTAURANT QUALITY 

COOKING AT HOME 

26 small professional habits that change the way your food tastes. 

THE PROMISE 

You do not need a restaurant kitchen to cook restaurant quality food. You need to understand what professional 
cooks pay attention to and then build those habits into the way you cook at home. 

 

A teaching booklet for home cooks 

Presented Uncle Dennis 
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Note from Uncle Dennis 

I have spent years watching the difference between food that is perfectly cooked and food that arrives at the 

table tasting incomplete. Most of the time, the difference is not a secret ingredient. It is not expensive cooking 

tools, pots, and pans. And it is certainly not decorations or garnishes. 

It is a collection of small steps and decisions made at the right time, like when to salt, drying the surface of meats, 

whether the pan is hot, what to do with the brown bits left in the bottom of the pan. It is also dependent on 

when you taste, and how to finish. Missing one of these steps and the dish may still be good. However, skip 

several of them and you start wondering why high-quality restaurant food seems to taste different than yours. 

This booklet is about those small steps. I want you to understand not only what to do, but why each step works. 

Once you understand the reason, you stop depending on recipes and start cooking with judgment. 

HOW TO USE THIS BOOKLET 

Do not try to master all 26 steps in one dinner. Pick three or four, cook with them deliberately for a week, 

then add another few. Restaurant technique is repetition made automatic. 

 

The Professional Cook’s Mindset 

Before we touch a pan, remember four ideas: control moisture, control heat, build flavor in layers, and taste 

while you still have time to change the result. Those four ideas run through almost every technique in this 

booklet. 
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Part I — Preparation Before you Start. 

A professional kitchen tries to solve problems before the burner comes on. The home cook often begins cooking 

and then starts looking for all the ingredients. That difference matters. 

1. Mise en Place: Prep First, Cook Second 
Cooking runs on a clock that does not wait for you. If the onions are ready but the garlic is still unpeeled, the 
onions keep cooking while you catch up. A series of small delays becomes a series of small issues. 
DO THIS: 

Read the complete recipe including cooking method and not just the ingredients. Cut, measure, open, drain, and 
arrange what you need within reach. Then turn on the stove, oven, or grill. 

WATCH FOR: If you are chopping while something else is already and at a critical stage, the setup is not finished. 

2. Keep One Good Knife Truly Sharp 

A dull knife crushes and tears instead of cutting cleanly. Herbs bruise, tomatoes collapse, and prep becomes 
slower and less controlled. Honing and sharpening are different: honing realigns an edge; sharpening removes 
metal to recreate it. 

DO THIS:  

Hone regularly with proper technique and sharpen when honing no longer restores the edge. You do not need a 
drawer full of expensive knives; you need one reliable chef’s knife that works well. 

WATCH FOR: A knife that slips off tomato skin or forces you to push hard is telling you it needs attention. 

 

3. Knife Skills: Equal Cut = Equal Cook 

Uniform cuts are not just about making the plate look neat. Pieces that are the same size cook at the same rate. If one carrot is 

twice as thick as the next, one will still be firm when the other is already soft. Consistent knife work gives you consistent doneness, 

texture, seasoning, and presentation. 

DO THIS: 

Before you start cutting, decide the size and shape of the ingredient you want. Make the first few cuts your guide, then keep the 

remaining pieces as close to that size as practical. Slow down until consistency becomes natural; speed comes later. 

WATCH FOR: Uneven pieces mean uneven cooking. Remember the rule: equal cut = equal cook. Precision matters most 
when the pieces are cooked together in the same pan, pot, grill, or roasting tray. 

4. Dry the Surface Before You Brown 

Water is the enemy of browning. Until surface moisture evaporates, the food is steaming instead of developing a crust. 

DO THIS: 

Pat meat, fish, mushrooms, and vegetables thoroughly dry before they meet the pan. 

WATCH FOR: If the food turns gray and releases a puddle instead of taking color, moisture is winning. 
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Part II — Seasoning During the Cook 

5. Season in Layers, Not Once at the End 

Early seasoning becomes part of the dish; last-second seasoning sits mostly on the surface. But food also changes as it 

cooks, especially when liquid reduces, so the answer is not “add all the salt early.” The answer is to season, taste, cook, 

and adjust. 

DO THIS: Season the aromatics lightly, reassess after major ingredients are added, and make the final adjustment only after 

reduction and finishing. 

WATCH FOR: Reduction concentrates salt. Keep early additions controlled enough to leave room for the final adjustment. 

6. Season from a Height 

Salt and other rubs sprinkled from a few inches tends to land in concentrated patches. Giving it distance 
allows the grains to spread across a wider surface area. 

DO THIS: Use your fingers and season from roughly 10 to 12 inches above. Pour the amount required in your hand rather 
than relying on a shaker. 

WATCH FOR: The goal is even distribution. 

7. Taste Constantly 

The end of the cook is the worst time to discover a problem that began 20 minutes earlier. Tasting lets you know 
what the dish is doing as it changes. 

DO THIS: Keep clean tasting spoons nearby. Taste after the aromatics develop, after liquid is added, during reduction, 
and again before plating. 

WATCH FOR: Taste cleanly and safely: use a clean spoon each time rather than returning a used spoon to the food. 

8. Use Acid to Wake Up a Heavy or Flat Dish 

A rich sauce, stew, or braise can taste flat even when it has enough salt. A small amount of acid can sharpen the 
flavors and cut through richness without making the dish taste sour. 

DO THIS: At the end, try a squeeze of lemon, a few drops of vinegar, or a little suitable brine. Add a small amount, stir, 
taste, and repeat if needed. 

WATCH FOR: If you can clearly identify “lemon” or “vinegar” when that is not the intention, you may have gone too far. 
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Part III — Heat, Browning & the Pan 

The Effect of Heat on Food 

Temperatures Ingredients Effects 

~150⁰ F Starches Gelatinizes Gravy or custard begins to thicken as starch absorbs liquid. 

~165⁰ F Poultry Proteins firm up over a range; 165°F is the USDA minimum safety for poultry. 

212⁰ F Water Boils Steam escapes and stocks, sauces and syrups reduce. 

~320 ⁰ F Sugar Caramelizes Sugar develops deeper color, aroma, and bittersweet complexity. 

9. Heat the Pan Before Placing the Food 

A proper sear needs stored heat. Adding food too early, the pan temperature falls before browning gets established. 

DO THIS: Preheat the dry pan over appropriate heat then add the cooking fat. When the oil shimmers, add the food and you will 

hear an immediate confident sizzle, then know that browning is starting. 

WATCH FOR: If smoking, then oil is too hot. Reduce the heat or remove the pan and wait for the appropriate temperature to 

match the heat and fat to the food you are cooking. 

10. Cook in Batches 

Crowding drops the pan temperature and traps moisture. Instead of searing, the food begins to steam in its own released 

liquid. 

DO THIS: Leave visible space around the pieces. If necessary, cook two or three batches and let the pan heat recover between 

them. 

WATCH FOR: Pieces touching edge-to-edge are a warning that you probably have too much in the pan. 

11. Do Not Throw Away the Fond 

Those browned pieces left on bottom of the pan after searing are concentrated flavor. They are the beginning of a pan 

sauce. 

DO THIS: After removing the food, add an appropriate liquid stock, wine, water, or another recipe appropriate liquid to the hot 

pan and scrape up the browned bits with a wooden spoon. 

WATCH FOR: Fond should be deep brown and not black. Burnt residue will make a bitter sauce. 

12. Baste Instead of Flipping 

Once a protein has developed a crust, spooning aromatic hot fat over it cooks and flavors the exposed surface while 

allowing the food to stay in contact with the pan. 

DO THIS: Tilt the pan carefully, add butter plus garlic or herbs if appropriate, and repeatedly spoon the foaming fat over the 

protein for a short finishing period. 

WATCH FOR: Control the heat so the milk solids in the butter brown pleasantly rather than burn. 
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Part IV — Building Flavor Before the Liquid 

13. Cook the Tomato Paste 

Raw tomato paste can taste sharp and one dimensional. Cooking it in fat before adding liquid darkens it and develops a 

deep roasted, savory character. 

DO THIS: Clear a space in the pan and cook the paste for about 2 to 3 minutes, stirring, until it deepens toward a brick red color 

and begins to leave a film on the pan. 

WATCH FOR: Dark is good; scorched black is not. 

14. Toast Dried Spices Carefully 

Gentle heat releases aromatic compounds from dried spices and makes their fragrance more noticeable. The effect is 

immediate, but the margin between toasted and burnt is small. Remove the pan from the heat as soon as the aroma 

becomes noticeable. 

DO THIS: Toast whole or ground spices briefly in a dry pan over moderate heat, shake the pan to move them constantly, and 

use them as soon as they become fragrant. 

WATCH FOR: Never walk away. If the spice smells burnt or harsh, start again. 

15. Bloom Aromatics in Fat (Blooming is a technique used to extract the essential flavor compounds in a spice; it releases more 

fragrance from herbs and spices) 

Many aromatic compounds are carried effectively by fat. Starting garlic, onion, chile, spices, tomato paste, or anchovy in 

oil or butter helps distribute those flavors throughout the dish. 

DO THIS: Build in this order: hot pan → fat → aromatics → liquid. 

How to Bloom Spices 

Heat the oil: 

Heat your oil to medium-low heat in a small pan. 

Evaluate the oil: Test if the oil is hot enough. Add a couple of whole spices to see if they begin to sizzle. If they do, add the rest. 

Add whole seed spices: Add any whole spices first. Mustard seeds can withstand the highest heat, followed by other seeds (cumin, 

fennel, etc.) Once the seeds begin to pop, you can add the next set of spices. Swirl the pan, if needed, to ensure even cooking. 

Add whole warming spices: Add whole warming spices, like cinnamon, cloves, and cardamom next until lightly toasted. 

Add alliums: Quickly add alliums (ginger or garlic) and let cook until toasted as desired. 

Add herbs: Next, add any herbs (curry leaves or bay leaves) until they sizzle. 

Turn off heat and add ground spices: Finally, turn the heat off, and add any ground spices. Stir to combine. 

Continue with your recipe: If blooming at the beginning of the cooking process, proceed to the next step in the recipe. If blooming 

at the end, pour the finished spices on top of your dish. 

WATCH FOR: Garlic can turn bitter quickly. “Bloom” does not mean burn. 

THE ORDER OF OPERATIONS 

PAN HOT → FAT → AROMATICS → LIQUID. Learn that sequence and a great many soups, braises, pan sauces, 
curries, and stews begin to make more sense. 
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Part V — Pasta: Make the Noodle and Sauce One Dish 

16. Season the Pasta Water 

The cooking water is a wonderful opportunity to season the pasta itself rather than depending entirely on sauce. 

DO THIS: Salt the water deliberately and taste it before the pasta goes in. It should taste clearly seasoned, but the exact amount 

should suit the pasta, sauce, and any salty finishing ingredients. 

WATCH FOR: Salty sauces or cheeses may require more restraint. 

17. Save some of the Starchy Pasta Water 

Cloudy pasta water contains starch that helps a sauce and fat come together and cling to the noodle. 

DO THIS: Before draining, reserve at least a cup. Add it to the sauce a little at a time while tossing over the heat until the sauce 

turns glossy and coats the pasta. 

WATCH FOR: Add gradually. You can add more water; you cannot easily remove it if too much. 

18. Finish the Pasta in the Sauce 

Pasta and sauce should finish as one preparation, not added to the plate then sauced. 

DO THIS: Add the pasta to the sauce while it is still slightly firm. Let the last minute or so of cooking happen in the pan while you 

toss and adjust with reserved pasta water. 

WATCH FOR: Stop before the pasta loses its bite. The pan finish is still cooking time. 

WHAT YOU ARE LOOKING FOR 

The sauce should cling to the pasta in a glossy film. If liquid is pooling at the bottom of the bowl while the noodles 
sit naked above it, the sauce and pasta have not fully integrated. 
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Part VI — Sauce Work: Where Home Cooking Changes 

19. Reduction to Intensify 

Thickening and reducing are not the same thing. Starch can change texture; reduction removes water and concentrates 

what is already in the pan. 

DO THIS: Simmer an uncovered sauce until it reaches the intensity and consistency you want, then taste again before seasoning 

further. 

WATCH FOR: Salt, sweetness, acidity, and bitterness all become more concentrated as water leaves. 

20. Finish with Cold Butter Off the Heat 

Blending cold butter into a warm sauce at the end can give it body, shine, richness, and a smooth coating 
texture. 

DO THIS: Take the pan off direct heat. Add small pieces of cold butter gradually while swirling or whisking until 
incorporated. 

WATCH FOR: If the sauce is boiling hard while the butter goes in, it is more likely to become greasy or separate. 

21. Strain When You Want Elegance 

A fine-mesh strainer removes herb stems, bits of aromatics, seeds, and uneven solids. The flavor may already be there; 

straining changes the refinement and mouthfeel. 

DO THIS: Pass the finished sauce through a fine-mesh strainer into a clean pan, pressing gently on the solids when appropriate. 

WATCH FOR: Do not automatically strain rustic sauces that are meant to have texture. This is a finishing choice, and not a 

universal rule for all sauces. 
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Part VII — Meat: The Last Five Minutes Matter 

22. Rest the Meat 

Slicing immediately after cooking can send more juices onto the board instead of keeping them with the meat. A short 

rest also leaves you time to finish the sauce and plate deliberately. 

DO THIS: Rest according to the size and type of meat. For many steaks and smaller roasts, several minutes is useful; larger cuts 

generally need longer. 

WATCH FOR: Remember carry-over cooking: the internal temperature may continue to rise after the meat leaves the heat. 

UNCLE DENNIS TECHNIQUE 

Season the resting board with a little salt, cracked pepper, chopped herbs, and olive oil when it suits the dish. Let 
the resting juices combine with that seasoning, then pass the sliced meat through it before plating. You have 
turned what might have been lost juices into part of the finish. 

 

A Better Way to Establish Doneness 

Do not depend only on time. Thickness, starting temperature, pan temperature, and equipment all can change the 

result. For repeatable cooking, use an instant read thermometer where appropriate and learn the visual and tactile 

signs alongside it. 
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Part VIII — Vegetables Techniques 

23. Blanch and Shock Green Vegetables 

Fast cooking in boiling salted water can set texture and color; moving the vegetables immediately to ice water stops the 

residual heat that will make them limp or soggy. 

DO THIS: Blanch green beans, broccoli, asparagus, peas, or similar vegetables only until appropriately tender, then transfer 

immediately to ice water. Drain and dry well before reheating or finishing. 

WATCH FOR: The goal is not merely bright color but for texture as well. 

24. Remove Excess Water Before Cooking 

Watery vegetables usually will not roast and dilute dressings. Salting some vegetables ahead can draw out moisture and 

concentrate texture. 

DO THIS: For vegetables such as eggplant, zucchini, cucumber, cabbage, or sliced tomato, salt when appropriate to the 

preparation, rest in a colander, then blot or squeeze gently before cooking or dressing. 

WATCH FOR: This is preparation dependent. Delicate tomatoes for immediate serving may not need a long salting period. 

25. Save the Parmesan Rind 

The hard edge of Parmesan still carries savory cheese flavor. Simmering it in soups, beans, tomato sauces, or braises can 

add more depth. 

DO THIS: Freeze clean rinds and drop one into a long-simmered dish. Remove it before serving unless you intentionally want the 

softened cheese in the dish. 

WATCH FOR: Confirm the rind is an edible natural cheese rind rather than a non-food coating. 
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Part IX — Build a Professional Finish In the Refrigerator 

26. Make Compound Butter Once; Use it Many Times 

Compound butter gives you fat, seasoning, and aroma in one ingredient. It is a professional shortcut because the flavor 

work is done before serving begins. 

DO THIS: Soften butter and mix in combinations such as herbs and garlic; lemon zest and pepper; chile; anchovy; or grated hard 

cheese. Roll in a long, chill, and slice as needed. 

WATCH FOR: Keep combinations purposeful. The butter should enhance the food and not inhibit the taste. 

A Simple Compound Butter 

Mix 1 stick softened unsalted butter with 1 small, grated garlic clove, 1 tablespoon finely chopped parsley, 1 teaspoon finely grated 

lemon zest, a few turns of black pepper, and a small pinch of salt. Roll tightly in parchment or plastic cling and chill. Use a coin-sized 

medallion on steak, vegetables, rice, bread, or a pan sauce. 

THE BIGGER LESSON 

Professional cooking is full of “do it once tasks, benefit five times” habits: compound butter, washed herbs, 
sharpened knives, portioned ingredients, prepared sauces, and blanched vegetables. Good preparation buys you 
calm when you have hungry guests to feed. 
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The 26 Step Restaurant Quality Checklist 
☐ 01. Mise en place before heat. (everything has been weighed, chopped, and mixed before you start) 

☐ 02. Keep one good knife truly sharp. 

☐ 03. Cut ingredients evenly: equal cut = equal cook. 

☐ 04. Dry food before browning. 

☐ 05. Season in layers. 

☐ 06. Season broad surfaces from a height. 

☐ 07. Taste throughout cooking. 

☐ 08. Use acid to sharpen the finish. 

☐ 09. Preheat the pan properly. 

☐ 10. Do not crowd the pan. 

☐ 11. Deglaze and use the fond. (The bits in the pan after browning) 

☐ 12. Baste proteins when appropriate. 

☐ 13. Cook tomato paste before adding liquid. 

☐ 14. Toast dried spices carefully. 

☐ 15. Bloom aromatics in fat. 

☐ 16. Season pasta water deliberately. 

☐ 17. Reserve starchy pasta water. 

☐ 18. Finish pasta in the sauce. 

☐ 19. Reduce when you want concentration. 

☐ 20. Mount suitable sauces with cold butter off heat. 

☐ 21. Strain sauces when refinement is the goal. 

☐ 22. Rest meat before slicing. 

☐ 23. Blanch and shock green vegetables. 

☐ 24. Manage water in watery vegetables. 

☐ 25. Save usable Parmesan rinds. 

☐ 26. Keep a useful compound butter ready. 
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Your 4-Week Practice Plan 

Restaurant cooking habits become useful only when they become automatic. Here is a straightforward way to 

practice without turning dinner into culinary elegance. 

WEEK 1 Heat & Moisture: Dry food thoroughly, preheat pans, 

leave space between pieces, and practice getting one 

clean sear each night. 

 

WEEK 2 Seasoning & Tasting: Season in stages, taste at multiple 

points, and experiment with the difference between 

“needs salt” and “needs acid.” 

 

WEEK 3 Sauces & Pasta: Deglaze fond, reduce a pan sauce, finish 

one sauce with cold butter, and make pasta by finishing it 

in the sauce with reserved pasta water. 

 

WEEK 4 Preparation & Finish: Set up full mise en place, practice 

uniform knife cuts, blanch and shock a vegetable, rest, and 

finish meat deliberately, and make one compound butter 

for the week. 

 

Standard Take Away 

Do not ask, “Did I follow the recipe?” 

Ask the following: Is the surface dry? Is the pan ready? Did I build flavor before adding liquid? Have I tasted it? Does it need 

salt, acid, richness, or concentration? Is the texture where I want it? Does every finishing step have a purpose? 

That is the shift from following instructions to cooking with intention. And once you begin cooking with intention, 
restaurant quality food stops feeling impossible to prepare. 

Uncle Dennis 


