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As I sit in this sunlit room, writing this, the smell of a slowly roasting turkey filters through the air making my nose twitch. Other smells come to greet me as well, mingling nicely together to bring back every nice memory I ever had: gravy, new potatoes, stuffing, blueberry pie, and cranberry sauce. 

There’s nothing quite like a good Thanksgiving dinner to bring your world into sharp focus, and although it’s not yet Thanksgiving this is one of my family’s staunchest traditions going back as far as I can remember. Whenever there’s a special reason for us to celebrate, something for which we can be truly thankful, my mother always holds a Thanksgiving dinner. 

At this moment I feel this to be highly appropriate, and not only for the reason of my older brother having finally tied the knot two weeks ago. But because I’m writing this very piece for the book I’m going to entitle “The Cooking Experience” and which you are in actual fact reading right now!

I’m glad that I chose my mother’s kitchen as the starting point for this book, and I’m equally glad (sort of!), that I’m surrounded by a surplus of inquisitive family and friends, one of whom is reading this over my shoulder as I write. Naturally enough I glare at the younger of my brothers to get him from out behind my chair so I can continue writing in piece. 

In our family, the kitchen became the hubbub of life because it was a warm and fun place to be, and because we truly enjoyed ourselves there. And no matter how many people came over to our house, somehow or other they always found their way over to the kitchen. At times it used to be like Grand Central Station, such was the amount of people coming and going from our kitchen.  

My take on it, is that since food is such a mainstay in everyone’s lives there’s really no getting away from it. And if you cook and if there’s more than only you to fend for, then ultimately your life will revolve around the kitchen. Some people might think this a bad thing, but to me it only serves to enhance our relationships with others, and paves the way for greater understanding. 

Think about it, if we don’t eat we get cranky right? Or at least I do, and I know my kids and brothers do as well. Sure we can survive without a few meals, and we might not complain, but don’t you feel better when you’ve eaten something good and warm? 

So if you take away all the complaining and begin to enjoy the food making process, you might also begin to see what I mean when I say that the kitchen is the center of all life. You don’t think cooking can be fun? Well, I’m here to inform you that cooking can be fun, and no, you don’t need to be a certified Cordon Bleu chef to make great dishes. 

Anyway, to get back on track, since I find myself once more in the center of all things Cooking, I have to say that it’s especially good that I’m surrounded by family and friends.  Since I can now put to them a few questions that I feel will be extremely important to this book and ultimately to you. And which I hope, will give you some insight into what cooking is really about and what the cooking experience is all about. 
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Most of us have at one time or another probably boiled an egg, right? But do you remember the first time that you ever did that? I do, and there’s a good chance that I’ll never forget it either! Surrounded by three brothers, both older and younger to me, I was the quintessential tomboy and had never in my life even looked at an egg except to wheedle my mother into making one for me. 

Naturally this state of affairs couldn’t go on and one day my mother called me and my younger brothers into the kitchen. She said there was something she needed to do and could we please make the sandwiches for lunch. We agreed and gamely we set about the task. 

I was to boil the eggs, Jack was to butter the bread, Pete was supposed to make the coffee and Bryan had done a disappearing act, as usual. Well, the long and short of it was that some of the slices of buttered bread looked as if they had gone the rounds with Mike Tyson, and some of them didn’t even have any butter on them; the coffee grounds were swimming in water and weren’t dissolving because it wasn’t instant coffee; and the eggs, once I shelled them looked worse than the bread if that was possible. In fact it looked distinctly as if it had suffered from the small pox.

And no, I’m not making this up, it really did happen. Mom, bless her soul though, ate every single mangled sandwich we gave her and drank most of her watered down coffee

As you can see my first introduction into cooking was an unmitigated disaster and thinking back it’s a wonder that I even became interested in cooking, much less being able to put something edible on the dinner table. However, not only did I become interested but avidly so, and at one point I was even on the verge of becoming a chef! 

Luckily for the person I am today, I lost interest in that avenue of my life, although I did keep at my cooking. I also still climbed trees and roughhoused with the boys, but I would wait eagerly for my next cooking lesson. 

Cooking isn’t the great passion of my life even though it might seem that way to a bystander, but it does take up a great part of it, and I’m grateful for the fact that I actually like cooking, otherwise my kids might have suffered from malnutrition! I know that many others dislike cooking with almost the same passion that I like it, but hopefully by reading this book, you might gain a little bit of insight into what cooking can be really like. 

This book is my small attempt at putting down into words all that I feel and know about cooking. It might not amount to very much in the eyes of many a great chef, but I feel proud to have come this far in my life, and I feel proud every time I step into my kitchen and whip up a meal from scratch. 

Before we explore any further though, I’d just like to get a few things cleared up. When I talk about the whole cooking experience, I’m not talking only about the actual part that involves cooking. To me the whole cooking experience begins with the germ of an idea that starts with, “Hmm...what shall I cook today?”

Working from that, I come up with a meal to suit my mood at the time, then I set about gathering the ingredients that I need. After which, I’ll either start cooking immediately or have a little break depending on whether my ingredients came from my larder and the fridge, or whether I drove all the way to the supermarket to find what I needed. 

From there, I’ll start the cooking and preparation process, which will then progress to a full blown meal. And I will do this every time, even if I’m only making toast and a boiled egg. Although, I have to admit that I won’t go to such elaborate rituals with just a boiled egg and toast.

Also let me put in this timely reminder for all who detest this part, that washing up is also included in your cooking experience. I always believe that if you make a mess while cooking, you should clean up after yourself. It saves a lot of hassle later on. Cleaning up after dinner though is another matter. I tend to make broad hints until someone else does that!

All that aside, here is a general synopsis on what you can (hopefully!) expect to find in this book: 

I will try and take you through the gamut of everything that is known as part of the cooking experience. To do this we will first take a winding journey through the whole cooking experience, then go on to a few basics that you will need to know about before you try your hand at cooking. 

Then we’ll take a trip through the land of foods before heading on to a few ideas and recipes, which starts with the “Children and Food” section. We’ll go through the delights of a few different culinary cultures and recipes, and end the recipe section with “A Few Quick and Easy Recipes”.

Next we’ll wind our way through a mire of miscellaneous items that are involved in and relating to the whole cooking experience, before finishing up with what type of drinks you’d like to serve with your meals. Don’t underestimate this last section as the drinks are just as important in your cooking selections as the food is, to learn more on that, head on over to the “Drinks to go with your meal” section. 

That was the short and sweet introduction into what I like to call the culmination of my culinary experiences, and hopefully you’ll come away reading this book with a greater understanding of cooking and all that it entails. You’ll also hopefully be able to share in my joy of the world of cooking and not cringe every time the word “mealtime” comes up!
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So what is cooking really? Well, it can be many things to different people, and if you ask around, you’ll find the answers are not only diverse but entertaining as well. For instance, for nefarious purposes of my own – basically in order to gain a greater insight into this book – I went around asking various people what they thought about cooking. Don’t worry these guinea pigs were none other than my long suffering friends, family and neighbors, not innocent bystanders off the street. 

What were the answers then, that I received? The most basic one came from my little brother Jack – he’s going to college and needs to fend for himself these days – “cooking is what mom does everyday, and what I can’t even begin to figure out”. He glances cheekily at mom to see if she heard. 

He’s right though, what you’ll take away most from your childhood is the memory of good food and great times around the dinning room table. If, on the other hand, you can’t cook worth a peanut like my beloved aunt Sherry, then your kids will most likely have memories of burnt food along with great times around the dinner table to remember! 

Whatever the case, food will bring people together, and if you read on, you’ll find that some of the answers to my questions were quite insightful, if a little muddled at times. To start with what my aunt Sherry feels, you’ll be glad to know that “a little burnt food goes a long way towards the nourishment of your body, and cooking was invented specifically to burn your food”. 

A person can’t necessarily argue with that piece of logic, since mankind no longer (for the most part anyway) eats raw food on a daily basis, and Sherry’s three boys have grown into three big strapping young men. 

My mother’s version of cooking is more prosaic, and along the general lines of Sherry’s ideas, without the burning part of course. “Cooking is meant to entice you eat your food and make it all the more palatable for young taste buds that don’t like the more grown-up foods. Besides, if you dispense with all the pomp and circumstance, cooking is just plain old fun”. 

I look at my brothers at this point and we roll our eyes, cooking might have been fun, but the washing up part that we had the privilege to do, was not. 

One my best friends only laughed when I asked her this question – I was expecting this reaction – and stated that “that’s what restaurants are there for, so we wouldn’t need to cook”. An obvious dead-end with her then, but my other friend proved to be more insightful and helpful, “I only thank God every time my kids decide to eat something that I’ve cooked, otherwise, it’s a burger and fries for them”. Very helpful. 

Personally speaking, I’m all for a burger and fries, but I don’t think that’s what cooking is all about. It can be the quest to feed your kids, or even a way of getting the nourishment you so dearly need, but if that was all, we could just resort to having our food coming unrecognizable in the form of food tubes or food capsules like we see so much on science fiction TV shows these days. 

I was close to throwing in the towel by this point, not having received any answer that was even remotely insightful to me. But luckily, I was saved by my next door neighbor who is a fabulous cook, no he’s actually a chef, and I have to say I revere him. Not because he’s six foot something and could grace the cover of GQ, but because he cooks all day for a living and comes home and does it all over again without fuss or grumble. Now that’s what I call dedication. 

So I go over for a friendly cup of coffee with Marta, his wife, now a good friend of mine, and wait in ambush for him, this God of my cooking world. Sure there are some great chefs out there and you’ll catch most of them on the popular TV cooking shows, but I personally don’t know any of them. Unlike Henry, my demi-God (Marta said to reduce his god-like status otherwise it would go to his head, and who am I to argue with a wife?), whom I do know. 
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