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My exposure to smoke was falrly limited in my youth — except perhaps, for the
ubiquitous social kind!

That began to change with one of my first assignments after college. I was asked to set
up an appetiser buffet in the middle of a hotel's rather grand French restaurant. Among
the preparations was a whole side of smoked salmon, presented on a decorative board
and carved to order.

Alongside it were other smoked delicacies — mackerel, trout, even sturgeon and oysters.
It was an early lesson that smoke could do much more than preserve food. It could
completely change its aroma, texture, character and perceived value.

Later, America opened another door.

Discovering the traditions of barbecue and grilling — particularly the great world of
Texan barbecue — introduced me to an entirely different expression of smoke. This was
no longer the delicate perfume surrounding a slice of smoked salmon. Smoke could
become deep, powerful and integral to the identity of the food.

Somewhere along the way, I was even asked in New York to develop a smoked-food
recipe for a high-profile newspaper.
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Wood meets glowing heat
Fragrance settles into food
Flavour changes form

This Week’s Focus

Smoke — The Transformation Layer

Smoke is unusual within the flavour system because it isn't simply another
ingredient.

It is a process that changes ingredients.

Depending upon the food, fuel, temperature, intensity and exposure time,
smoke can contribute:

Aroma — from delicate perfume to powerful wood smoke

Depth — adding another savoury dimension

Identity — smoked salmon, smoked haddock and barbecue become
recognisable foods in their own right

Preservation — historically one of smoke's most important functions
Colour & Surface Character — particularly when smoke accompanies heat
Memory & Place — smoke can immediately suggest a cuisine, landscape or
cooking tradition

The useful way to think about it is not simply smoked or unsmoked.
Smoke exists on a spectrum.

9 Subscribe to Flavour Notes



https://chefsnotebooks.com/the-chefs-toolkit-subscriptions/?utm_source=linkedin&utm_medium=newsletter&utm_campaign=flavour_notes_23_smoke&utm_content=subscribe_cta
https://chefsnotebooks.com/the-chefs-toolkit-subscriptions/?utm_source=linkedin&utm_medium=newsletter&utm_campaign=flavour_notes_23_smoke&utm_content=subscribe_cta
https://chefsnotebooks.com/the-chefs-toolkit-subscriptions/?utm_source=linkedin&utm_medium=newsletter&utm_campaign=flavour_notes_23_smoke&utm_content=subscribe_cta

. OFlavour Lens
4 Profile

Woody, aromatic, savoury, sometimes sweet, earthy, resinous or intensely
charred depending upon the smoking material and technique.
Behaviour
Smoke accumulates.
A short exposure can provide a delicate aromatic accent. Longer exposure
can fundamentally change the identity of the ingredient.
This makes control particularly important.
Balance Role
Smoke provides depth and aromatic complexity, but usually benefits from
contrast.
Acidity, freshness, sweetness, fat and gentle bitterness can all prevent
smoked flavours from becoming monotonous or overwhelming.
Key Pairings
Fish ¢ Shellfish e Pork « Beef « Poultry « Cheese « Potatoes o Leeks e
Onions « Tomatoes o Chillies « Mustard « Citrus « Apples « Maple « Honey
o Herbs « Fermented Ingredients

THE CHEF'S FLAVOUR SYSTEM

THE SMOKE SPECTRUM

ONE TECHNIQUE. MANY EXPRESSIONS,
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—— SMOKE SHOULD REVEAL SOMETHING ABOUT THE INGREDIENT — NOT SIMPLY ANNOUNCE ITSELF —

Chef’s Insight

The term forest flavours could easily become a culinary cliché if we
interpret it too literally.

The useful idea is not to make food look like a forest.

[t is to understand the sensory connections between earthiness, umami,
roasted nuts, resinous herbs, smoke and the deep aromas associated with
woodland environments. Your notes describe precisely that relationship:
the category is about sensory connection rather than simply where an
ingredient happens to grow.

Used thoughtfully, those relationships can inform everything from a
simple mushroom on toast to a highly contemporary restaurant dish.




Professional Approach

Start by asking:

What role should smoke play?

A subtle aromatic accent?

A supporting flavour?

A preservation technique?

A cooking environment?

Or the defining character of the dish?
Only then choose the smoking method.

Kitchen Curiosity

Cold-Smoked or Hot-Smoked?

Smoked salmon provides one of the simplest ways of understanding how
dramatically the smoking process can change an ingredient.

Traditional cold-smoked salmon retains a silky, almost raw texture while
acquiring smoke, seasoning and preservation.

Hot-smoked salmon combines smoke with sufficient heat to cook the fish,
producing an entirely different texture and eating experience.

Same principal ingredient.

Same broad flavouring mechanism.

Very different result.

That distinction opens an important professional question:

Are we using smoke primarily for aroma—or are smoke and heat working
together to transform the ingredient?
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%itchen Practice

Technique: Think about five variables:

Ingredient » Smoke Source » Temperature » Time » Intensity

Change any one and the result can change significantly.

Timing: Smoke should be treated like seasoning.

Build gradually. Taste - Assess. Continue only if the ingredient needs more
Common Mistakes: Too much smoke - More isn't necessarily better.
Losing the ingredient - If everything tastes primarily of smoke, the original
ingredient has disappeared.

Confusing char with smoke - A blackened surface, grilled flavour and
smoked flavour are related possibilities, but they are not interchangeable.
Professional Approach: Decide first what the mushroom is doing in the
composition: Background depth? Sauce component? Texture? Aromatic
accent? Or principal ingredient?
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Pairing Logic :
Smoke + Acid - Lemon « Vinegar o Pickles « Fermented acidity
Purpose: freshness and palate reset

Smoke + Fat - Butter « Cream « Cheese « Fatty fish « Pork
Purpose: richness and flavour carriage

Smoke + Sweetness - Apple « Honey « Maple « Caramelised onion
Purpose: rounds sharper smoke characteristics

Smoke + Heat - Mustard ¢ Chilli « Pepper « Horseradish

Purpose: aromatic contrast and energy

Smoke + Freshness - Herbs « Green vegetables ¢ Fresh fruit « Crisp salad
Purpose: prevents heaviness

Smoke + Earthiness - Mushrooms « Potatoes ¢ Roots « Alliums
Purpose: reinforces savoury depth




A practical application of this week’s flavour system

Smoked Haddock Arnold Bennett
with Mustard Cream, Charred Leek & Crisp Potato

A light soufflé-style interpretation of Omelette Arnold Bennett, combining
gently poached smoked haddock with aerated egg and Parmesan. Served
with mustard cream, charred leek and crisp potato for contrast and a
contemporary presentation.

What This Dish Teaches

Smoked Haddock — Smoke, savouriness, salt and identity

Egg & Cream — Richness and softness

Parmesan — Umami and seasoning

Mustard — Heat and aromatic sharpness

Lemon — Acidity and lift

Charred Leek — Sweetness, bitterness and caramelisation

Crisp Potato — Neutrality and textural contrast

The lesson is not to add more smoke.

It is to build a dish around an ingredient that has already been transformed by smoke.
The recipe also illustrates the importance of seasoning carefully: the haddock, Parmesan
and reduced poaching milk all contribute salt before any additional seasoning is added.

Recipe: Smoked Haddock Arnold Bennett with Mustard

Cream, Charred Leek & Crisp Potato
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) The Liquid Counterpoint
ith smoked haddock, mustard and cream, I would look for freshness rather
than additional weight.

é?rom the Kitchen

When working with smoke, ask: What am I trying to transform?

If you want aroma — keep the exposure delicate.

If you want depth — allow the smoke time to develop.

If smoke accompanies cooking — control temperature as carefully as flavour.
If the ingredient is already smoked — build contrast around it rather than
adding more smoke.

And if smoke is being used tableside— make sure it contributes more than

eatre. .
sChef’s Reflection

Looking back, my own understanding of smoke seems to have developed in distinct
stages. First came those beautifully presented smoked fish — salmon carved from
the side, then trout, mackerel, sturgeon and oysters. Later came American grilling
and barbecue. That was an entirely different education.

The delicate sophistication of smoked salmon and the deep character of Texas
barbecue might appear to belong to completely different culinary worlds.

Yet both depend upon the same fundamental understanding:

Smoke changes the way we perceive the ingredient.
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The Smoke Spectrum /="

APPROACH PRIMARY EFFECT TYPICAL CHARACTER

Delicate to pronounced;

Cold Smokin Aroma, flavour, preservati ; x
9 ToaatievouT. pIESER¥Etich ingredient texture largely retained

Hot Smoking Smoke + cooking Fuller flavour, firmer cooked texture
Smoke-Roasting Heat + smoke + browning Rich, roasted, aromatic
Barbecue / Deep flavour, tenderness,

Smoke + low heat + time

Long Smoking developed surface character

Wood-Fired Cooking Heat + combustion aromas Roasted, charred, lightly to strongly smoky

Larger Reference Chart

@ Smoke & Smoking Woods Chart

Last Word

Smoke should reveal something about the ingredient — not simply announce itself.
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Further Reading & Resources

From the Library
See flavour balance charts and acidity mapping in the
ChefsNotebooks archives.
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The Business of Being a Chef ¥ St
For a deeper understanding of flavour JCGHEF]

structure and kitchen systems, The Business
of Being a Chef provides useful operational
context alongside culinary insight.
&https://chefsnotebooks.com/books
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The Business of Being a Chef is the result of more than 30 years of
experience in hotels and restaurants throughout the world. Itis a
guide to managing the multiple business demands of today's
executive chef, encompassing diverse areas including cooking, taste,
food safety, human resources, finance, and sales & marketing,
amongst others. It is also a great resource for operations managers.
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About the Author
Mark ] French is a hotelier, chef, consultant, and
author of several books on culinary arts and
business. Based in the UK and Philippines, he
blends classical training with global flavours.
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	That began to change with one of my first assignments after college. I was asked to set up an appetiser buffet in the middle of a hotel's rather grand French restaurant. Among the preparations was a whole side of smoked salmon, presented on a decorative board and carved to order.
	Alongside it were other smoked delicacies — mackerel, trout, even sturgeon and oysters. It was an early lesson that smoke could do much more than preserve food. It could completely change its aroma, texture, character and perceived value.
	Later, America opened another door.
	Discovering the traditions of barbecue and grilling — particularly the great world of Texan barbecue — introduced me to an entirely different expression of smoke. This was no longer the delicate perfume surrounding a slice of smoked salmon. Smoke could become deep, powerful and integral to the identity of the food.
	Somewhere along the way, I was even asked in New York to develop a smoked-food recipe for a high-profile newspaper.
	They must have forgotten that I was English!
	But that is how a career in food develops. We start with what we know, encounter something new, experiment, adapt and gradually add another technique to the repertoire.
	Today smoke has become remarkably accessible: traditional smokers, sophisticated modern units, improvised smoking arrangements and even glass cloches that allow a chef or bartender to introduce a brief aromatic veil of smoke immediately before service.
	The important question isn't simply:
	How do we smoke something?
	It is:
	What transformation do we want the smoke to create?
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