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 	 	 INTRODUCTION  3

Introduction
Say	the	word	chef	and	you	can	almost	hear	the	ringing	of	knives	as	they	flash	back	

and	forth	on	a	steel,	the	rhythmic	knocking	of	a	knife	chopping,	and	the	whisper	of	

mincing.	You	can	see	the	gleam	of	a	blade	as	it	flies	through	an	onion.	Knives	are	so	

much	a	part	of	the	chef’s	work	that	it	is	impossible	to	imagine	a	chef	at	work	without	

them.	As	a	result,	chefs	have	a	strong	and	personal	attachment	to	their	knives.

Today’s	cooks	and	chefs	have	a	wide	array	of	cutting	tools	available	to	them.	A	

basic	selection	of	tools,	the	chef’s	knife	kit,	is	indispensable.	Knives	(including	chef’s	

knives,	utility	and	paring	knives,	boning	and	filleting	knives,	and	specialty	knives)	are	

part	of	this	selection,	along	with	the	appropriate	sharpening	tools	(steels	and	stones).	

Other	tools,	such	as	peelers,	zesters,	brushes,	palette	knives,	oyster	and	clam	knives,	

and	metal	and	wooden	spoons,	are	also	so	fundamental	to	kitchen	work	that	they	are	

considered	basics.

When	you	become	a	good	cook,	you	become	a	good	craftsman	first.	

You	repeat	and	repeat	and	repeat	until	your	hands	know	how	to	move	

without	thinking	about	it.

 — Jacques Pépin
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Holding the Knife
Your ability to control the knife as you work is an important factor in working safely 

and efficiently. The way you hold the knife can change the way you work. for instance, 

when you need to exert of lot of pressure, you’ll want to hold the knife in a firm grip. 

Otherwise, the knife could simply glance off whatever it is you are cutting; it might 

even fly out of your hand. When you need to maneuver the knife blade around deli-

cate fish bones, you hold the knife so that it is more like an extension of your fingers. 

Basic knife grips are described below, along with basic positions for your guiding 

hand. The guiding hand controls the food you are cutting. The position for your guid-

ing hand depends upon the cutting technique you are using as well as the food. 

Basic Knife Grips
Your choice of knife grip depends on the particular task and the specific knife. The 

four basic grips are as follows:

»	 Grip	the	handle	with	four	fingers	and	hold	the	thumb	firmly	against	the	blade’s	
spine.

»	 Grip	the	handle	with	all	four	fingers	and	hold	the	thumb	gently	but	firmly	
against	the	side	of	the	blade.

»	 Grip	the	handle	with	three	fingers,	rest	the	index	finger	flat	against	the	blade	on	
one	side,	and	hold	the	thumb	on	the	opposite	side	to	give	additional	stability	
and	control.

»	 Grip	the	handle	overhand,	with	the	knife	held	vertically.	this	grip	is	used	with	a	
boning	knife	for	meat	fabrication	tasks.

The Guiding Hand
The guiding hand is responsible for controlling the food you are cutting. Just as your 

knife grip is determined by your personal preference and the cutting task at hand, so 

is the position of your guiding hand. 

One classic position for the guiding hand calls for your fingertips to be tucked 

under slightly. hold the object with the thumb held back from the fingertips. The knife 

blade then rests against your knuckles, preventing you from cutting your fingers.

When you peel or trim foods, cut them into tournés, or flute them, you may find 

yourself holding the food in the air, above the cutting surface. in that case, the guiding 

hand holds and turns the food against the blade to make the work more efficient. Be 

sure that the food, your hands, and the knife handle are all very dry.

Certain cutting techniques, such as butterflying meats or slicing a bagel in half, call 

for the guiding hand to be placed on top of the food to keep it from slipping while the cut 

is made into the food parallel or at an angle to the work surface. holding your hand flat on 

the upper surface of the food with a little pressure makes these cuts safe to perform.

The guiding hand is also used to hold a carving or kitchen fork when disjointing or 

carving cooked meats and poultry in front of customers. The tines of the fork can be 

laid flat on the surface of the food or inserted directly into the item to hold it in place 

as it is carved.Keep the fingers of the guiding hand tucked under.
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Vegetables
the right vegetable cut makes all the difference in soups, sauces, side dishes, salads, 

and garnishes. the more uniform and precise the cut, the better the appearance and 

flavor of the dish. Cooking times are more uniform, so you are less likely to end up 

with an unevenly cooked dish. the techniques in this section include techniques for 

vegetables to use as aromatics, such as garlic or leeks, as well as mushrooms and 

tomatoes.

Onions
there are many different ways to cut an onion. some methods have the advantage 

of speed, important in volume cooking situations. others produce very little waste, 

appropriate when there is no use for the trim. still others are best when precise, even 

cuts are required. select a method based on your specific needs.

onions can bring tears to your eyes. although there are many home-style rem-

edies, the best advice is to use a very sharp knife so that the onion will be cut, not 

crushed.

to streamline your prep work, you can peel onions the day before you cut and 

cook them. onions to be served raw should be cut at the last possible moment. as 

onions sit, they lose their flavor and develop a strong, unpleasant odor in a short time. 

if a portion of your sliced raw onions remains unused at the end of a shift, it should be 

added to a mirepoix, included in a stock or broth as it simmers, or, if there are no other 

uses, put in the compost bucket or thrown out.

Peeling and Cutting an Onion
1.	 Use	a	paring	knife	to	remove	the	

stem	end	of	the	onion.	peel	off	the	
skin	and	the	underlying	layer,	if	it	
contains	brown	spots.	trim	the	root	
end	but	leave	it	intact.	halve	the	
onion	lengthwise	through	the	root.	
put	it	cut	side	down	on	a	cutting	
board	and	make	a	series	of	evenly	
spaced,	parallel,	lengthwise	cuts	
with	the	tip	of	a	chef’s	knife,	again	
leaving	the	root	end	intact.

2.	 Make	two	or	three	horizontal	cuts	
in	the	onion	(parallel	to	the	board)	
from	the	stem	end	toward	the	root	
end	(do	not	cut	all	the	way	through)	
while	gently	holding	the	vertical	
cuts	together.	holding	the	previous	
cuts	together	will	help	to	produce	a	
more	uniform	mince.

3.	 Make	even	crosswise	cuts	with	a	
chef’s	knife	all	the	way	through	from	
stem	to	root	end.	the	closer	the	
cuts	in	step	1	and	in	this	step,	the	
finer	the	dice	will	be.	an	alterna-
tive	method	for	slicing	or	dicing	an	
onion	calls	for	a	series	of	cuts	to	be	
made	following	the	natural	curve	
of	the	onion	half	(this	approach	
eliminates	the	need	to	make	a	
horizontal	cut,	as	directed	in	step	2).	
Make	a	series	of	cuts	evenly	spaced	
over	the	curved	surface	of	the	onion	
(sometimes	referred	to	as	radial	
cuts)	and	then	make	crosswise	cuts	
for	dice	or	mince.

Make parallel cuts (step 1). Make even horizontal cuts (step 2). Cut the onion crosswise to dice (step 3).



144 in THe Hands of a CHef 	 Chapter	6		Hand Tools for Measuring, Mixing, and Baking 145

Pastry Bags and Tips

There are mixtures in the bakeshop and kitchen that are too soft or too wet to ef-

fectively form and shape. a pastry bag allows you to pipe soft, pliable substances 

such as whipped cream, mashed potatoes, or pâte à choux into specific shapes and 

forms. Commonly, pastry bags are made of canvas, but single-use plastic pastry bags 

are popular. in a pinch, a heavy-duty plastic bag such as a freezer bag can be used. 

Pastry bags are shaped like triangles, with a mouth on the shorter open side. a metal 

or plastic tip can be place at the smaller open end of the bag before adding the food. 

different tips create specific effects.

Pastry or piping bags are used as portioning 

tools. Here one is used to portion the filling  

onto wonton wrappers.

Portioning scoops produce consistent sizes for 

even baking.

Portioning Scoops

Portioning scoops are used to portion foods such as salads or ice cream for service 

or to portion out batters or doughs. Mechanical scoops have a lever to operate a 

blade that sweeps over the inside of the scoop’s bowl to release the food. scoops are 

made in a variety of standard sizes that are numbered according to their volume. The 

higher the number, the smaller the volume: a #16 scoop makes larger cookies than 

a #30 or #24 scoop. You might use a #16 scoop to portion meatballs and a #6 for a 

hamburger.
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