
When it comes to fish, the goal is straightforward: Buy good quality, keep things simple,  
and don’t overcook. BY KEITH DRESSER

Many people �nd �sh intimidating�both to buy and to cook. But the truth is, once you�re armed with basic 
guidelines, �sh is no more complicated to buy and cook than vegetables. The keys are learning to recognize 
good quality, keeping the preparation simple, and avoiding overcooking. 

1. With sharp knife, cut halfway 
through �esh crosswise, 2 to 3 
inches from tail end. 

2. Fold tail end under cut seam to 
create �llet of  relatively even
thickness.

At the Store
Whether it�s a specialty seafood shop or a 

neighborhood supermarket, make sure the source 
is one with a high volume. High volume means high 
turnover, which ensures freshness. The store should 
smell like the sea, not �shy or sour.

The �sh should be stored on ice or well 
refrigerated. If  stored on ice, the �sh shouldn�t be 
sitting in water.

The �esh of  �sh should appear moist 
and shiny, not dull, and with even coloring. 
It should feel �rm, not mushy. If  possible, 
ask the �shmonger to press the �esh with 
his �nger to con�rm its texture. 

Try to have the �shmonger slice steaks 
or �llets to order; it�s best to avoid precut.

At Home
Fish stored at 32 degrees will keep twice as long as 
�sh stored at the typical home refrigerator tempera-
ture of  40 degrees. To create the optimum storage 
conditions, place �sh in a zipper-lock bag on ice (or 
cover with ice packs) and store it at the back of  the 
refrigerator, where it�s coldest. And remember to 
chill the �sh immediately upon getting it home.

Thawing Frozen Fish
Frozen fish should be fully thawed before cooking, ideally defrosted overnight in the refrigerator. Remove 
the fish from its packaging, lay it in a single layer on a rimmed plate (to catch any released water), and cover 
it with plastic wrap. Thoroughly dry fish before cooking. Alternatively, defrost fish under cold running water 
in its original packaging. 

Ensuring Even  
Cooking
Fish �llets often come 
in odd-sized pieces 
of  uneven thickness. 
If  your �llet has a thin, 
wide tailpiece, tuck it under 
before cooking to allow it 
to cook at the same rate 
as the thicker portion.

Judging Doneness  
An instant-read thermometer is a useful tool to check 
doneness in thick �llets, but with thin �llets you have to 
resort to a more primitive test�nicking the �sh with a 
paring knife and then peeking into the interior to judge 
color and �akiness. White�sh, such as cod, should be 
cooked to medium (about 140 degrees)�that is, the 
�esh should be opaque but still moist and just begin-
ning to �ake; salmon is best cooked to medium-rare 
(about 125 degrees), with the 
center still translucent; and 
tuna is best when rare 
(about 110 degrees), 
with only the 
outer layer 
opaque and 
the rest 
of  the �sh 
translucent. 

Removing Pin Bones  
Pin bones are small white bones that run through the center 
of  a �llet. Most �sh is sold with the pin bones removed, but 
it pays to check before cooking (especially with salmon or 
trout). To locate pin bones, run your �ngers gently over the 
�llet�s surface, feeling for hard, tiny bumps. Use tweezers or 
needle-nose pliers to grasp and remove the bones.    

  HOW  IDEAL
FISH TEXTURE TO COOK     DONENESS

Arctic Char  Medium-Firm S, G, PS, B, P Medium-Rare

Bluefish Medium-Firm S, G, PS, B, P Medium  

Catfish Medium-Firm S, G, PS, B Medium 

Cod  Medium, Flaky S, B, P   Medium 

Flounder Delicate, Flaky S  Medium

Grouper Firm  S, G, PS, B Medium

Haddock  Medium, Flaky S, B, P   Medium

Halibut Firm  G, PS, B, P Medium   

Mackerel Medium-Firm G, PS, B  Medium 

Monkfish Firm, Meaty  G, PS, B, P Medium

Red Snapper Firm, Flaky  G, PS, B, P Medium  

Salmon Medium-Firm  G, PS, B, P Medium-Rare

Sea Bass Medium, Flaky S, G, B, P  Medium

Sole Delicate, Flaky S  Medium

Swordfish Very Firm,   G, PS, B  Medium   
 Meaty

Tilapia Medium-Firm,  S, B, P  Medium 
 Dense

Tilefish Firm, Flaky  G, PS, B, P Medium 

Trout Medium-Firm S, G, B, P  Medium 

Tuna Very Firm,   G, PS, B  Rare
 Meaty

KEY: S = SautØ, G = Grill, PS = Pan-Sear, B = Braise, P = Poach

PRE-COOKING PREP

BUYING AND STORING BASICS




