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Why aren't you cooking?

Hi, I’m Jake. I’m lazy. I don’t like to put more effort into something than I have to. And somehow, I’m happier and better-fed than most people, and on a lot less money. I don’t spend a ton of time on cooking every day, or even every week, nor do I spend an inordinate amount of money at the grocery store—certainly not more than the average household that makes meals at home.

I've written this book (well, technically, my wonderful wife August wrote this book based on her extensive interviews with me) to show you how you, too, can improve your quality of life, tighten your budget, and open yourself up to new experiences—just by choosing and refining a personal cooking plan, which you'll have after you read through this book and follow the steps under "Taking action" at the end of each section.

Why am I qualified to tell you this (perhaps seemingly outrageous) claim? My education is as a professional chef and nutritionist. I’ve cooked and catered for presidents, kings, and celebrities who came to my city. (Many of them asked for me the next time they came back, too.) I’ve also cooked for high school students who began the year eating only processed foods and ended the year begging for cuisines from around the world. (Incidentally, the school saw significant improvement in standardized test scores and overall student achievement.)

On a personal level, I took my own culinary advice and lost the almost 50 pounds I needed to shed for my health, all the while enjoying my meals much more than before, when I was dining out most nights. My friends and family rave about my food, too; my potluck contributions never leave as leftovers.

But I'm not special. I am not a creative genius. I went to trade school and I worked hard. I never owned my own company or started my own restaurant. I'm not going to try to teach you any of that.

I understand nutrition and can spot the holes in fad diets, which I don’t believe in. I believe that a healthy, happy consumer of food knows what they like and finds ways to make their favorite dishes healthier and higher-quality, without having to sacrifice a huge chunk of their time to do so.

Today’s responsible people are faced with impossible levels of debt, a growing distance between food sources and the consumers, and increasingly shrinking free time. I intimately understand the desire to grab McDonald’s on the way home, or treat that stop at Starbucks like it’s a $10 breakfast and lunch. But my country is an unhealthy one right now, and as the distance between the last generation to grow their own food and the current decision makers grows, so does the direct impact on our lives. We’re tired. We’re prone to illness. We’re uninterested in trying new things because of the prohibitive cost and accessibility. And we have a justifiably hard time sticking to a budget.

So here’s what I propose.

Give your food five hours of your week. Just five, if you don't count eating your finished dishes or cleaning up after them. That's less than 45 minutes per day if you spread it out across every single day. If you can give your food ten hours a week, even better. But you can take your time.

Even if you cooked four times a week for 45 minutes (not likely at the beginning), the plan I lay out in this book takes as few as five hours on a weekly basis, once you go through the initial setup steps. For those other three to four meals, you can still choose restaurants to eat out at, or have convenience foods and very simple meals like sandwiches or salads.

That’s it. Five hours a week. You’ll save money and feel better. No, it won’t be effortless—but it will be rewarding. Habits like cooking for yourself aren't built overnight, but once you build them, you'll find your whole self responding to the effort.

If you’re solo, cooking is an incredible way to make friends and impress potential partners. Modern-day dinner party culture doesn’t have to be stuffy—put on a movie, make a simple meal, and spend a few hours connecting with someone. Knowing how to cook makes you more socially desirable, and if nothing else, making a meal for somebody tells them you cared enough to think about what you were going to eat together.

If you’re a busy professional, cooking for yourself or your family becomes a daily accomplishment, a little miracle of logistics. You’ll feel better for having created something for your own enjoyment as well as feeling more up to exercising, socializing, and heading into work in the morning. And if you cook enough food for leftovers, you’ve covered yourself with an inexpensive lunch the next day.

If you’re a parent, cooking teaches your kids to appreciate what they eat and gives them invaluable life skills. Plus, you’ll get to spend time bonding over a shared activity, and even just a little assistance makes larger or more complex meals easier to prepare.

If you’re part of a group living situation—a family or a group of roommates, for example—cooking can be a center post of your home community. Doing the dishes goes faster when several well-fed people happily pitch in.

I don’t claim that this book is a perfect system. I don't really cover vegetarianism or veganism, though you can go out and learn those tactics, too, and apply them to the system in this book. But no matter what kind of food you like, I will give you the tools to make a plan. I lay out strategies for choosing what foods you want to surround yourself with and learn to cook, and for building good eating habits. These can be applied to almost any set of dietary preferences or restrictions, and once you’re armed with these tools, you’ll cook your way to better food and a happier budget.

One final thought before we get into the planning stuff: be kind to yourself. Life will kick you in the teeth sometimes, and you won't feel like cooking for weeks at a time. Know that the way you eat will change throughout your life, occasionally in ways that are expensive or don't make you feel good. The best thing you can do to get back on track is to be gentle with yourself and take small, manageable steps. Break a habit of dining out with very simple recipes you really enjoy and build momentum from there. You may need to read this book a few times at different stages of your life, to get back to the basics and re-inspire yourself to cook again—and that's okay. Progress is progress.

A word to the preview readers

In this book, there’s a whole lot of culinary industry knowledge summed up and pared down to accommodate just about any kitchen, and I think you’ll find it’s well worth the price. However, to prove that beyond this preview there’s helpful knowledge to be found, here’s the basic strategy, broken down into its three main steps:

First, figure out which three (or so) dishes or items you order most often at restaurants, including fast food. For a lot of people, that’ll be burgers and breakfast sandwiches. If what you order most often isn’t what you like the best, figure out what three dishes you could live off of instead.

Second, stock up on the non-perishable basic ingredients and tools for those dishes. This includes things like flour, salt, seasonings, canned ingredients, vinegars, and oils. This way, you always have a home-cooked meal you know you’ll enjoy to fall back on when you don’t feel like trying a new recipe.

Third, master those dishes, then go forth and improvise. As those recipes become comfortable and second nature, since they’re your favorite foods, the desire not to cook will be easier to overcome. Most likely, there are a ton of variations on those dishes online and in cookbooks, and you can mix and match ingredients using basic substitution principles.

All right! Go forth and implement this strategy any way you wish! No charge. Honest.

But if you want tons of tips on how to do so, please buy this book.
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​How you’ll spend your first 100 hours
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In the introduction, I told you that if you spent five hours a week on learning how to cook for yourself, you would start making progress towards your food goals. This is something that will require a lifetime of practice if you want to be good and stay good at it.

There's a popular philosophy that it takes 10,000 hours of practice to master something. True, but also, you can't just practice something for 10,000 hours—you have to practice the right basic actions, or all of that hard work could be in vain. "Why Aren't You Cooking?" is designed to help you lay the right foundation for a lifetime of practice, giving you insights into what basic skills are required to become a master. You'll gain insight into how to spend your early hours practice so that the rest will reinforce the goodness you've started learning.

Where your time will go

In order to create the right foundation, here's a guideline for how to spend your first 100 hours or so of learning to cook for yourself...


	Choosing dishes for your basic menu: 2-4 hours

	Buying the right tools: 2-3 hours

	Learning you grocery store and local food sources: 2-4 hours

	Creating a grocery list template: 1 hour

	Making grocery lists: 1-2 hours

	Experiencing new dishes at restaurants: 18-22 hours

	Reading recipes or watching cooking videos: ~30 hours

	Cooking: ~40 hours



You'll probably get through those first 100 hours pretty quickly—even if you only spend five hours per week making food, if you're doing the other activities above as well, you'll probably be done within 8 weeks. But really, it's true—eight weeks of consistent practice, and you should have a solid baseline understanding of how to make food that you'll enjoy eating.

Here's roughly where your five to ten hours per week might go, once you've done all of the preparation and learning steps listed above:


	Planning your meals for the week: 30 minutes to 2 hours

	Making a grocery list: 15-30 minutes

	Grocery shopping: 45-60 minutes

	Putting food away (includes cleaning/splitting): 15-30 minutes

	Cooking: 2.5-6 hours



That's assuming between 30 minutes and an hour for every basic meal you prepare. Depending on the recipe, that time is usually split between the heavy lifting (like ingredient preparation and high-heat cooking) and the observation and stirring. (Note: these times don't count eating the food or cleaning up, and will likely shift from week to week depending on what else is going on in your life.)

Of course you might spend more time at the beginning, when you're having to constantly refer to the recipe and learn the steps. However, once you master a recipe, very few (with the exception of baked foods, which generally require less immediate attention) will take longer than 45 minutes. In fact, and I'll get to this in Making your menu, I don't even encourage you to collect very many recipes that say they'll take longer than 45 minutes, at least not when you're starting out. An hour (accounting for fifteen minutes of cleanup or wait time) is a good amount of time to invest in your food, and more than that at a time starts to cut noticeably into time you use for other things.

Take action

List some specific ideas for how you plan to spend your first 100 hours, such as:


	New restaurants you can visit to expand your palette

	Old haunts you can order new dishes from

	People you know are good cooks with whom you can spend time in the kitchen

	Dishes you've always wanted to know how to make
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​Why aren’t you cooking yet?
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I started this book by saying you needed a personal cooking strategy. Why, though? Because of reasons. Specifically, reasons of money, convenience, health, well-being, and happiness. Food is such a massive part of human life—it’s one of the few things we can’t exist without. There are so many scientific investigations and disciplines that point to the importance of food in all areas of our lives, from how confident we feel to how well we do at work to how much we enjoy the company of others.

Figuring out why you don't cook

So, what are the reasons you haven’t been cooking already? Presumably, you bought this book because you aren’t cooking, or you’re cooking badly, or you feel that cooking is taking too much of your time. Or maybe you want to save money on the food you eat, because you’re spending too much on your meals. The first step to building your strategy and making it stick is figuring out why you spend time, money, and mental energy on your food the way that you do now.

Is it because...


	You’re too lazy to cook, or simply don’t want to put in the effort?

	You don’t have enough time to cook or to be sure you have food ready when you need it?

	You buy too much food and waste it, watching it go bad in the backs of the cupboards and the refrigerator?

	You never buy enough food and there’s nothing to eat in the house?

	You never buy food you want to eat and nothing sounds good?

	You prefer the taste of restaurant-quality dishes?

	You don’t know how to make the cuisines you enjoy?

	You have too many mouths to feed to do it all on your own?

	You have no money to cook, and can only afford fast food? 



BULLSHIT!

Those aren’t reasons. Those are excuses.

There’s only one item on that list that can genuinely stand in your way, and that’s the first one. If you’re too lazy to cook, then I absolutely cannot help you. I know it’s hard to motivate yourself to get up and cook, but I guarantee you that I was once lazier than you are, and the reality is you will just feel better, all the time. You’ll have more energy, you’ll feel like you have more time, and you’ll have the perfect reason to invite friends over and save money on hanging out.

Seriously, if you aren’t willing to put in the effort of roughly five hours per week to save money, live healthier, and eat better, this isn’t the book for you.

You can go if you want.  I’ll wait.

. . .all right, so you’re still here, and you’re willing to try. What about the rest of these reasons for not cooking? And how can you change your mindset and embrace the idea of cooking for yourself? Let’s go through each one of them.

Not enough time

Today’s daily life is all in the details. It’s easy to think you’re spending your time wisely when you’re actually wasting it in tiny increments. It’s hard, on the other hand, to sit all the way through a five-minute YouTube video, much less stand for fifteen straight minutes in the kitchen, where screens and small electronics aren’t really welcome.

Investing a (relatively) few hours up front will give you the kitchen chops to prepare yourself meals in minutes. With practice, you can perfect the art of quick cooking.

Poor food storage

Once upon a time, humans only got to eat the food that grew around them. Nowadays, your fruit bowl is better-traveled than you are. Knowledge of proper food storage can save you from a moldy surprise, but you can’t just know how to do it, you have to actually execute on it.

Learning how and why food spoils can give you a better understanding of how you can make your cooking and storage environment more conducive to saving your groceries.

Bad shopping habits

Some people shop the sales, dumping anything into their cart with a discount sticker on it. Some people go only for what sounds good while they’re at the store. Learning how to grocery shop so you come home with staples, basics, a few special ingredients, and sufficient snackage will help ensure you never go hungry with a full cupboard.

Lists are the answer to bad shopping habits. Add to your grocery list as you realize you need an ingredient, instead of floundering freely through the grocery store with no guide but your stomach.

Prefer restaurant food

Want to know the true secrets to why restaurant food tastes better? There are two: seasonings, and tasting the food every step of the way. If you can learn to properly season food, to your taste, and you then faithfully taste your concoction at every stage it’s safe to do so, then you can learn to out-cook most restaurants, at least when it comes to satisfying your own taste buds.

It’s important to remember that dining out as an activity needn’t be a pain point. You don’t need to feel guilty for wanting to eat at restaurants. You can still choose to spend a slice of your food budget on meals out—but if what you really want is to stick to a strategy, don’t try to maximize that money and buy fast food every time so you can eat out two nights instead of one, or waste it on a greasy meal because you don’t have the energy to cook.

Instead, when you do go out, choose nice places that make food you haven’t yet mastered (or just don’t want to store the ingredients for or clean up after). That way, you get a lot more satisfaction out of enjoying a good meal you didn’t have to be responsible for, and you glean ideas for what to make for yourself at home. Maybe you’ll end up adding to your basic menu after trying something brand new.

Lack of knowledge

Guess what? Libraries are chock full of cookbooks and how-to manuals. There’s an entire Internet of articles, videos, and helpful people around the world. For this one, you have no excuse, except not knowing where to start.

You can explore the world of food by watching shows like No Reservations, Diners, Drive-Ins & Dives, and America’s Test Kitchen. See what dishes pique your curiosity and research them on sites like Pinterest or AllRecipes.com.

Too many mouths to feed

Cooking for a lot of people, especially picky people, seems incredibly daunting. Pulling two pounds of ground beef out of the freezer instead of half a pound, and setting it next to two onions and six potatoes, well—that’s a lot of food. Plus, when others in your household don’t like to try new things, you might become overwhelmed trying to introduce them to different foods.

However, you can start with basic dishes and riff on those until you find what pleases everyone’s taste buds, and then you have a fallback repertoire and can start attempting more adventurous meals.

Not enough money

Food can be very costly, depending on availability and accessibility. You may not be able to start out right away with all high-end ingredients. But you should be able to afford at least one high-end ingredient, and that can make all the difference.

Think about this: for every $5 meal you’re buying out, twice a day, feeling like crap afterwards...that’s $10 that could have gone to making two dishes with at least two servings each. It takes some thinking and planning, but you can easily eat at home for the same amount or less as you spend on a fat-saturated burger and fries. Not only is this better for your budget, it’s better for your health, too.

On the surface, it will seem like your food budget is really stretched at the beginning of cooking for yourself, but the reality is you have to stock up on some basic ingredients and then you use so little, especially for a small group, that what you buy lasts longer than you'd imagine, and ultimately you'll save tons of money. When you're buying real food and you have a higher-quality palate to work with, it becomes simpler to create the awesome food that gets you excited to cook—and then eat.
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