Pork Chops with Cheat Bordelaise Sauce
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At Landmarc restaurant in TriBeCa, you can order a grilled pork chop with caramelized apples and onions, served with a pile of spinach and a little thickened veal stock drizzled over the top, for $22. This is worth doing. There is a lot of terrific grub on Landmarc's menu -- roasted marrow bones, heaping bowls of mussels, salty-rich frisee salads, buttery steaks -- but in the parlance of those who eat at restaurants for fun and profit, scribbling down notes in the bathroom, the pork chop is ridiculously good: sweet and smoky, with a base line of salt and a slight, welcome acidity. There are regulars who order nothing else. Pamela Schein Murphy, who opened the restaurant almost a year ago with Marc Murphy, her husband and the chef, says they serve around 25 of them a night. 

It would be nice to eat such a thing at home. It would be a nice thing indeed to devour a plate of pork chops with family and friends, exactly as good as the ones served at Landmarc, then repair to a drawing room for a game of whist or, depending on mood, an episode of ''Desperate Housewives.'' 

One recent afternoon, in a fit of ambition, I went down to Landmarc to figure out how exactly to make that happen. The Cheat is the result of that exercise, a column devoted to the idea of making restaurant-quality food at home, in a kitchen crowded with children and family, after a long day laboring in other fields. To pull that off, cheats are necessary: culinary shortcuts, ingredient fakes, flavor deceptions. They are herein celebrated. They are never denied. 

But first: ''We season with authority,'' Murphy told me, standing in the basement kitchen as prep cooks scurried around preparing for the dinner service. 

Frank Proto, Murphy's chef de cuisine, nodded and shook close to a handful of salt and ground pepper down onto a couple of pork chops from Master Purveyors, a fresh-meat supplier at Hunts Point in the Bronx. They were pretty good-looking pork chops, slightly marbled, but they did not look too much different from the pork chops you can get at the supermarket. 

''They're not,'' Murphy said with a laugh. ''You want to get to the point with the salt where your relatives are looking at you and saying, 'What are you doing?' You want to create a crust. You want to create flavor.'' 

The pork chops were bound for the grill Murphy had built in the back of the dining room on the restaurant's main floor, behind the bar, where its flames can be seen by passers-by. They spend around six minutes a side there and then rest for a few minutes longer while the apples, onions and spinach are prepared. 

This is all simplicity itself if you're cooking at home: being a smart cookie, you've already sauteed the apples in a pan with a splash of olive oil, a sprig of thyme, a bay leaf. You've done the same with the onions. You need only reheat them. As for the spinach, it's the work of a moment to make: heat a few tablespoons of olive oil in a large Dutch oven, add a sliced garlic clove and one chopped shallot, brown lightly and add a bag and a half of spinach. Stir vigorously. When the greens are wilted, it's time for dinner. 

Proto spooned a warm bed of onions onto a plate and some pillowy apples to accompany them. He nestled the pork chop into these and then added spinach on the side. Finally, turning back to the stove, he ladled a few ounces of brown liquid from a pot into a hot pan, allowed it to sizzle a bit and used this to cloak the chop and the spinach in a thick, velvet robe. 

The dish took on a slightly regal bearing at this point; it began to smell divine. My confidence started to plummet. For this was Bordelaise sauce, built of veal stock, demi-glace, shallots, wine, time. Painted onto a piece of leather, it has the power to transform loafer into strip steak. It makes brilliant what otherwise might be simply decent. And for the home cook trying to ape restaurant fare, it is the Rubicon itself. I smiled tightly and hurried home to start cooking. The first thing I realized was, Hey, I don't have a grill in my kitchen. The second was, I really don't want to make veal stock. It's a hard weekend's work to do so, and using the result to drizzle over a mess of pork chops and apples suddenly seemed ridiculous, the culinary equivalent of installing a burled-wood dashboard in an '86 Yugo. 

Anthony Bourdain, the caustic and wise restaurant observer who is also the executive chef of the restaurant Les Halles on Park Avenue South, has a new cookbook out (''Anthony Bourdain's Les Halles Cookbook''), his first. In it, he makes the excellent and all-too-often-forgotten point that cooking is not rocket science. Virtually every cook who has worked the line at Les Halles over the course of its 13-year existence, he asserts, has been a rural Mexican with no previous cooking experience. He would now put them up against any cook in France. ''Anyone who says, 'Cooking is in the blood,' when talking about professionals,'' he writes, ''is talking out of their [expletive]. Eating well is in the blood.'' This is a fact worth recalling when you get into the business of trying to recreate restaurant meals at home. Your job is simply to make the food taste good, given your resources. 

So if I couldn't grill the chops, I would saute them in a skillet until they were good and brown and finish them in a hot oven. (In the end, this worked like a charm.) And if I wouldn't make veal stock or demi-glace (nor buy any -- all the commercial versions I've tried impart a faint metallic tang), then I'd simply cook down most of a bottle of pinot noir -- sweet, fruity, not too tannic -- and add some butter and meat drippings to it. And if that sauce wasn't going to taste better than anything I'd had at Landmarc (though it's not bad, friends, not bad at all), then I'd make the meat beneath it play the starring role. 

I pulled out a big metal bowl and made myself some brine. Brine is a home cook's best secret weapon, particularly when it comes to dealing with modern commercial pork, often so lean as to recall a cheerleader more than a wallowing hog. Soaking some chops for a day or so in a solution of apple cider and salt and pepper makes them shockingly tender and flavorful, remarkable enough to make up for the absence of a real restaurant-quality sauce. 

It's a fiddle, sure. But it makes for a fine Sunday night dinner. 

Cider-Cured Pork Chops 
8 tablespoons kosher salt, plus more for seasoning chops 
2 tablespoons freshly ground black pepper, plus more for seasoning chops 
4 cups apple cider, plus more as needed 
6 1 1/2-inch-thick center-cut or loin-cut pork chops, bone in 
6 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil. 

1. To make the brine, dissolve the salt in 1/2 gallon of warm water in a large bowl. Add the pepper, pour in the apple cider and mix. Drop the pork chops into the brine and add enough additional apple cider so that the chops lurk in the liquid like frogs in a pond. Cover and refrigerate for at least 8 hours and up to 72. 

2. To prepare the chops, preheat oven to 400 degrees. Remove chops from brine and dry with paper towels. Rub them with 2 tablespoons of the olive oil and season well with salt and black pepper. 

3. Heat the remaining olive oil in two oven-safe skillets and brown the chops, three to a pan, for 4 minutes a side. Place skillets in oven for 6 to 8 minutes and then remove chops to a warm platter. Cover loosely with foil and allow them to rest for about 10 minutes. 

4. Serve with the following accompaniments on a warmed platter, drizzled with the sauce below. Serves 6. 

Caramelized Apples and Onions 
6 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil 
4 Granny Smith apples, peeled, cored and cut into 6 wedges 
2 stems fresh thyme 
2 bay leaves 
2 tablespoons butter 
3 large white onions, peeled and sliced 
Kosher salt and freshly ground black pepper to taste. 

1. Heat half the olive oil in a large nonstick skillet over medium-high heat and add the apples and then one stem of thyme and one bay leaf. Cook, stirring occasionally, until the apples are golden brown but not mushy, 5 to 10 minutes. Remove from heat and throw away the thyme and bay leaf. 

2. In another skillet over medium-high heat, add the remaining olive oil, the butter and the onions, then the remaining thyme and bay leaf. Season with salt and pepper. Reduce heat to medium low and cook, stirring frequently, until the onions are soft and golden brown, 20 to 30 minutes. Remove from heat and throw away the thyme and bay leaf. 

3. To serve, warm the apples and onions over medium-high heat and spoon them around the pork chops on a warmed platter. Serves 6. Adapted from Landmarc. 

A Cheat's Bordelaise Sauce 
2 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil 
1 shallot, chopped 
1 clove garlic, chopped 
2 stems fresh thyme 
1 bay leaf 
3 cups pinot noir or other red wine 
Pan drippings from pork chops or 2 tablespoons demi-glace, preferably homemade 
3 tablespoons unsalted butter 
Kosher salt and freshly ground black pepper to taste. 

1. Pour the olive oil into a large saucepan, place over medium-high heat and add the shallot and garlic and then the thyme and bay leaf. Cook until the shallots are light brown, then add the wine, lower the heat and simmer until reduced to about 1/2 cup. 

2. Add the pan drippings from the chops or the demi-glace if you have it. Simmer for an additional 5 to 10 minutes and then strain into a clean saucepan. Return to medium heat until warm and whisk in the butter and season with salt and pepper to taste. Serve immediately drizzled over the pork chops. 

