
F R E E  G U I D E  ·  V 1

The 12 Cooking
Principles Every
Serious Home Cook
Should Know
A short field guide to heat, salt, acid, fat, aroma, texture, sauces,
fermentation, and the quiet logic behind better cooking.

Terumi Morita

Japanese chef trained in French cooking · Ho Chi Minh City

terumimorita.com · substack.com/@teroom

Terumi Morita

http://localhost:3001/


A short field guide to heat, salt, acid, fat, aroma, texture, sauces, fermentation, and the
quiet logic behind better cooking.

Terumi Morita · Japanese chef trained in French cooking, based in Ho Chi Minh City
terumimorita.com · v1 draft

Foreword
This is not a recipe collection. It is a short, deliberately compact field guide to the twelve
ideas a working cook returns to most often — the ones that, once understood, make
every recipe in your shelf easier to read.

There are several views on what "fundamentals" means in cooking. Some teachers reach
for technique (knife cuts, sauces, doughs). Others reach for ingredients (the perfect
onion, the right oil). My view is that fundamentals are neither. They are the invisible
variables — heat, time, salt, acid, fat, aroma, motion, structure — that every recipe is
secretly trying to control. Recipes describe what to do. This guide describes what is
actually happening when you do it.

Each principle below is presented in the same short form: a one-line title, a "why it
matters" paragraph, the most common misunderstanding I have seen in twenty years of
professional kitchens, my own view as a chef, one small experiment you can try tonight,
and pointers to a longer essay and a book if you want to go deeper.

No health claims. No magic. Just twelve quiet ideas that, taken together, change how
you read your own stove.

https://terumimorita.com/


1. Heat is not just flame.
Why it matters. The single biggest source of confusion in home cooking is that "heat"
and "flame" are treated as the same word. They are not. The flame under the pan is one
variable. The temperature of the pan itself is another. The way that heat moves into the
food is a third. A recipe that says "medium heat" is making a guess about the first; what
matters for the food is the third.

Common misunderstanding. Beginners adjust the dial and assume the pan
responds instantly. It does not. A heavy cast-iron pan keeps climbing in temperature for
minutes after you turn the gas down — and keeps cooling for minutes after you turn it
up. The food feels the pan, not the flame.

Chef's view. When I check a pan, I rarely look at the dial. I listen, I look at the oil, I
hover my hand. There are several ways to read a pan — sound, sheen, smoke, scent. My
preference is the shimmer of the oil: the moment the surface stops looking flat and
starts moving in fine waves is the moment most things are ready to enter.

Try this. Heat a dry pan over medium. Wait sixty seconds. Add a teaspoon of oil.
Watch the oil for the next thirty seconds. Note the exact moment the surface starts to
ripple — that is your "medium heat" for that pan on that stove. Recipes can't know it.
You do now.

Related article. What "Medium Heat" Actually Means Related book. The Science of
Japanese Cooking: Volume I — Fire, Heat, and Energy

https://terumimorita.com/journal/what-medium-heat-actually-means
https://terumimorita.com/books/science-japanese-cooking-v1-en
https://terumimorita.com/books/science-japanese-cooking-v1-en


2. Browning is not burning.
Why it matters. Almost every flavor we describe as "savory," "deep," "roasted," or
"rich" begins with a chemical reaction called the Maillard reaction — the browning that
happens when amino acids and reducing sugars meet enough dry heat. It is the
difference between a beige chicken breast and a golden one. It is also one of the easiest
things to miss, because the window between "browned" and "burned" is narrower than
most cooks assume.

Common misunderstanding. Beginners read the recipe word "brown" as a color
word and stop too early — when the meat is still pale tan. The Maillard window has
barely opened. The flavor that recipe promised lives at a deeper color than that.

Chef's view. I think of browning as a sound, not a color. When the food first hits the
pan, you should hear a steady, busy sizzle. When that sound starts to soften — a quieter
sustained crackle, not a roar — the surface is dry, the sugar-and-protein reaction is
running, and color is forming. That sound, more than any timer, tells me to start
watching for the next stage.

Try this. Sear a chicken thigh, skin-side down, in a hot pan without moving it. Listen,
don't peek. When the loud sizzle drops to a soft, sustained crackle, lift one edge. If it is
the color of dark caramel — not coffee, not toast — you have caught the window.

Related article. Browning, Burning, and the Line Between Them Related book. The
Science of Japanese Cooking: Volume I

https://terumimorita.com/journal/browning-burning-and-the-line-between-them
https://terumimorita.com/books/science-japanese-cooking-v1-en
https://terumimorita.com/books/science-japanese-cooking-v1-en


3. Salt changes water.
Why it matters. Salt is not a flavor that you add at the end. Salt is a condition — a
chemical environment that changes how water moves in and out of food. A salted onion
sweats. A salted cucumber drains. A salted chicken breast holds its juices through
cooking. Used early, salt rebuilds texture. Used late, it only rebuilds taste.

Common misunderstanding. Many home cooks salt last, on the plate, because that
is what they were taught. The food itself is then under-seasoned, and the salt sits on the
surface as a sharp edge rather than woven through the whole bite.

Chef's view. I salt three times: once at the start (on the raw food, to draw water out
and let flavor in), once during cooking (to season the cooking liquid or the surface),
once at the end (to correct, never to rescue). The first salting is the most important, and
the one most home cooks skip.

Try this. Slice a tomato. Salt half the slices an hour before lunch; salt the other half
right before eating. Taste both. The one salted early will taste deeper, sweeter, more like
itself.

Related article. Why Salt Is Not Optional Related book. Cooking Before Recipes

https://terumimorita.com/journal/why-salt-is-not-optional
https://terumimorita.com/books/cooking-before-recipes-en


4. Acid sharpens flavor.
Why it matters. If salt is the loudest seasoning, acid is the quietest. Lemon juice,
vinegar, wine, yogurt, tomato — none of them announce themselves on the plate, but
their absence is what makes a dish feel flat. Acid does for flavor what an outline does for
a drawing: it sharpens the edges so the eye knows where things are.

Common misunderstanding. Beginners reach for more salt when a dish tastes
"blah." Sometimes the problem isn't undersalting. It's unacid. Add a squeeze of lemon
to a too-rich soup, a splash of vinegar to a too-flat stew, and the dish often comes into
focus instantly — without changing the salt.

Chef's view. When I taste a finished dish and something feels off, I run through a
small checklist before reaching for the salt: Is it acid? Is it heat (temperature)? Is it fat?
Is it freshness? Acid is the first I check. It is the cheapest fix and the most often
forgotten.

Try this. Make a simple chicken soup. Taste it. Add a few drops of lemon juice. Taste
again. The flavors that were vaguely "warm" will suddenly have shapes — chicken here,
onion there, herb on top.

Related article. Why Acid Is the Quietest Power Related book. Cooking Before
Recipes

https://terumimorita.com/journal/why-acid-is-the-quietest-power
https://terumimorita.com/books/cooking-before-recipes-en
https://terumimorita.com/books/cooking-before-recipes-en


5. Fat carries aroma.
Why it matters. Many of the molecules we experience as "smell" — and therefore
most of what we call "flavor" — are fat-soluble. They dissolve into oils and butters, and
travel from food to nose through that lipid layer. This is why butter-finished sauces
taste fuller, why olive oil drizzled at the end tastes brighter than the same oil used to
cook, and why a fat-free dressing on the same salad feels thinner than a vinaigrette.

Common misunderstanding. Many cooks treat fat as a cooking medium only —
something to keep food from sticking. In a finished dish, fat is also a delivery system for
aroma. Removing it removes more than calories.

Chef's view. French cooking taught me to think of butter and oil in two registers at
once: structural (during cooking) and aromatic (added at the end). A spoon of cold
butter swirled into a pan sauce at the last moment — beurre monté, in French — does
not just thicken; it carries every other aroma in that sauce up to the surface, where you
can smell it.

Try this. Make a simple tomato sauce. Divide it. Stir a teaspoon of good olive oil into
one bowl right before serving. Compare the two. The finished one will smell stronger
from across the room.

Related article. Why Butter Is the Spine of French Cooking Related book. Cooking
Before Recipes

https://terumimorita.com/journal/why-butter-is-the-spine-of-french-cooking
https://terumimorita.com/books/cooking-before-recipes-en
https://terumimorita.com/books/cooking-before-recipes-en


6. Texture begins with the knife.
Why it matters. Long before heat touches a piece of food, the knife has decided how
that food will cook. A thick slice and a thin slice of the same onion will brown
differently, soften differently, sweeten differently, and end up tasting different on the
plate. Texture is not the last step in cooking — it is the first.

Common misunderstanding. Beginners cut for speed and treat "uniform pieces" as
an aesthetic concern. It is not aesthetic. Uneven pieces cook unevenly, which means
some are raw while others are overdone in the same pan.

Chef's view. There are several views on what makes a good knife cut — uniformity,
angle, direction. My view is that the most important variable is the relationship between
the cut and the grain of the food. Cutting across the grain of meat shortens the muscle
fibers and produces a tender bite. Cutting with the grain keeps them long, which is fine
in a stew that cooks for hours, but tough in a quick sear.

Try this. Slice a piece of cooked steak two ways — half across the grain, half along it.
Bite into each. The textural difference is dramatic; the meat is the same.

Related article. Why Cutting Across the Grain Changes Texture Related book.
Working Without Recipes

https://terumimorita.com/journal/why-cutting-across-the-grain-changes-texture
https://terumimorita.com/books/working-without-recipes-en


7. Size changes cooking time.
Why it matters. Heat moves into food from the outside in. A small piece reaches its
target temperature long before a large piece of the same food at the same heat. This is
why "8 minutes per side" advice is so often wrong: it assumes a steak the size of the one
in the writer's kitchen, not yours.

Common misunderstanding. Beginners trust the timer over the food. A timer
measures time; a probe or a touch test measures the actual food. The first is a guess; the
second is information.

Chef's view. I cook by the food, not by the clock. The clock is a rough frame — it tells
me when to start checking, not when to stop. For most proteins, I press the surface, lift
an edge, watch the juices. For most vegetables, I taste a piece. The clock is the assistant,
not the boss.

Try this. Cut a piece of zucchini into one cube the size of a sugar cube and one cube
three times that size. Sauté them together in the same pan. The small one will be done
in a quarter the time of the big one. Both started the same minute. The clock said one
number; the food said two.

Related article. Why Size and Shape Change Cooking Time Related book. The
Science of Japanese Cooking: Volume I

https://terumimorita.com/journal/why-size-and-shape-change-cooking-time
https://terumimorita.com/books/science-japanese-cooking-v1-en
https://terumimorita.com/books/science-japanese-cooking-v1-en


8. Resting is part of cooking.
Why it matters. Food does not stop cooking the instant it leaves the heat. The outer
layers keep transferring warmth inward for minutes after — a phenomenon Western
kitchens call carryover cooking. A roast that is rare in the center when you pull it from
the oven may be medium-rare ten minutes later, even though no flame has touched it.
Resting is not "letting it cool." It is the last quiet act of cooking.

Common misunderstanding. Beginners slice meat immediately because they are
hungry. Juices that have been pushed to the center of a hot muscle have not yet
redistributed, and they run out onto the cutting board. The cook tastes the board, not
the meat.

Chef's view. I treat resting as a non-negotiable step, not an optional one. For a steak:
rest as long as it cooked. For a roast: ten to fifteen minutes loosely tented. For fish: a
minute or two on a warm plate. Different proteins, different windows, same logic — the
food is still cooking, and the cook's job is to let it finish.

Try this. Cook two identical chicken thighs. Slice the first immediately. Let the second
rest five minutes, then slice. Watch what happens on the cutting board. The first leaves
a pool; the second stays full.

Related article. What Carryover Cooking Really Means Related book. Working
Without Recipes

https://terumimorita.com/journal/what-carryover-cooking-really-means
https://terumimorita.com/books/working-without-recipes-en
https://terumimorita.com/books/working-without-recipes-en


9. Sauce is structure.
Why it matters. A sauce is not a topping. It is the architecture that ties the rest of the
plate together — pulling protein, vegetable, and starch into a single conversation. A
piece of fish and a pile of greens are two things on a plate. The same fish and greens
with a bright butter sauce are one dish.

Common misunderstanding. Beginners think of sauces as "extras" — optional
richness. In the French tradition, the sauce is the dish. The protein is the vehicle. This
sounds backwards until you cook a few sauces from scratch and realize how much of the
eating experience is happening in the liquid, not on the meat.

Chef's view. A working sauce has three jobs at once: it carries aroma (fat), it sharpens
taste (acid), and it has body (some kind of structure — a reduction, an emulsion, a
starch). Most home-cook sauce failures come from skipping one of the three. Pan
drippings without deglazing are aroma without body. A vinaigrette without emulsion is
acid without delivery.

Try this. After searing a chicken thigh, take it out, pour off the excess fat, leave the
brown stuck-on bits (fond, in French), add a splash of wine, scrape the pan, reduce until
syrupy, swirl in a knob of cold butter off the heat. That is a pan sauce in four minutes.
Pour it over the chicken. The same plate becomes a different meal.

Related article. What Makes a Sauce French Related book. The Universal Cooking
Code

https://terumimorita.com/journal/what-makes-a-sauce-french
https://terumimorita.com/books/universal-cooking-code-en
https://terumimorita.com/books/universal-cooking-code-en


10. Fermentation is controlled time.
Why it matters. Almost every flavor we describe as "deep," "aged," "complex," or
"umami" started with a microbe doing something slow. Cheese, miso, soy sauce,
vinegar, wine, bread, kimchi, yogurt, garum, cured ham — all of them are time, held still
by salt or acid or cold and allowed to develop. Fermentation is the oldest human kitchen
technique. It is also the most patient.

Common misunderstanding. Beginners hear "fermentation" and assume danger —
bad bacteria, food poisoning, things going wrong. In practice, well-salted ferments are
among the safest preparations in the kitchen, because the salt creates an environment
where harmful microbes cannot thrive while the helpful ones can.

Chef's view. I do not think of fermentation as a separate cuisine — Korean, German,
Japanese — but as a separate axis of cooking. Heat compresses time (a steak cooks in
minutes). Fermentation stretches it (miso ages for months). Both are tools. A serious
kitchen uses both.

Try this. Slice cucumbers thinly. Toss with 2% of their weight in salt (so 1 kg of
cucumber gets 20 g of salt). Pack into a clean jar. Leave on the counter for three days.
Refrigerate. You have made a quick lacto-fermented pickle, and you now understand
the rest of the fermented world.

Related article. A Simple Pickle Formula for Beginners Related book. The Taste of
Time

https://terumimorita.com/journal/a-simple-pickle-formula-for-beginners
https://terumimorita.com/books/taste-of-time-en
https://terumimorita.com/books/taste-of-time-en


11. Tools create repeatability.
Why it matters. A good cook can produce one excellent dinner with almost any
equipment. The harder skill is producing the same excellent dinner every Tuesday for a
year. That second skill is mostly a question of tools: a knife that holds an edge, a pan
that retains heat, a scale that gives you the same gram twice, a thermometer that
confirms what your senses already suspect.

Common misunderstanding. Beginners often buy by category ("I need a chef's
knife") and assume any one will do. A few weeks later, the cheap knife is dull, the cheap
pan warps, and the cook concludes that the recipe failed. The tool failed.

Chef's view. There are several views on which tools matter most. My view is that the
order is: knife, scale, pan, thermometer, board. A sharp knife saves the most time per
day. A scale saves the most failed bakes per year. A heavy pan saves the most failed
sears. A thermometer is the cheapest way to stop guessing about doneness. A board
large enough to hold the pile keeps the cook from cooking on a postage stamp.

Try this. Weigh the salt you usually add "a pinch" of. You will find that your pinches
vary by 30–50% on different days. A scale removes that variable for fifteen dollars.

Related article. How to Build a Simple Dashi Pantry Related book. The Shape of
Cooking

https://terumimorita.com/journal/how-to-build-a-simple-dashi-pantry
https://terumimorita.com/books/shape-of-cooking-en
https://terumimorita.com/books/shape-of-cooking-en


12. Recipes are maps, not laws.
Why it matters. A recipe is one cook's record of one successful version of a dish in
one kitchen on one day. It is a map. The point of a map is to help you navigate; the point
is not to walk in lockstep with the cartographer. Every recipe is silently dependent on
variables the author can't control — your stove, your pan, your salt, your tomatoes —
and adjusting for those variables is not "cheating." It is the work.

Common misunderstanding. Beginners read a recipe like a contract. If it says "cook
for 8 minutes," they cook for 8 minutes regardless of whether the food is ready. The
literal reading produces literal results: a dish that is technically correct and emotionally
flat.

Chef's view. Once you understand the eleven principles before this one, a recipe
becomes legible in a different way. You read it for the intent — what flavor is the author
chasing, what structure, what texture — and you adjust the execution to your kitchen.
After enough practice, recipes become less and less necessary, because you can see the
dish that the recipe is trying to describe.

Try this. Pick a recipe you know well. Read it once. Cook it without looking at the page
again. The result will not be identical to the recipe. It will likely be more yours — and, if
you have been paying attention, often better.

Related article. Why Ratios Beat Recipes for Sauces and Doughs Related book.
Working Without Recipes

https://terumimorita.com/journal/why-ratios-beat-recipes-for-sauces-and-doughs
https://terumimorita.com/books/working-without-recipes-en


Afterword
The twelve principles above are not a system. They are twelve angles on the same
problem: how to cook with attention. A working cook does not consult them one at a
time; they have become so familiar that they operate below thought. You salt early
because of course you do. You let the meat rest because of course you do. You read the
pan instead of the dial because the dial doesn't know.

This guide is the deliberate version of that. Once it sinks in, you can put it down.

If you have read this far, the most useful next step is probably the journal at
terumimorita.com/journal. The six-cluster "Cooking Fundamentals" learning path
there walks each of these principles out into a longer essay, with sources and counter-
arguments. The books are the long-form version of the same project.

Thank you for reading.

Terumi Morita Ho Chi Minh City
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