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			Introduction


			Remember when computers were going to make offices “paperless”? Around that same time, the powers that be decided America would henceforth specialize in producing “information workers.” Nobody would need to dirty their hands with machinery and grease when technology was the name of the game. What’s more, fast food was cheaper than ever, so presumably we’d all just order takeout while sitting in our cubicles working diligently at our computers. Throughout the 1990s, school systems, faced with budget cuts and with an eye on this promised future, dismissed their home ec teachers and dismantled wood and metal shops. (Shouldn’t someone have checked first to see how paperless our offices became? Mine sure isn’t!)


			Of course, life (even in the twenty-first century) is not a sci-fi movie. Even in space, someone’s got to fix a busted rover and feed hungry astronauts! That careless eradication of classes that taught essential how-tos and shared practical knowledge has had serious consequences: a whole generation of people who never learned to cook, do basic mending, or change the oil in their cars. They can’t fix a broken hinge on their own front doors or stop a toilet from leaking. They don’t know how to bake cookies or iron their shirts or figure out why their brakes are squeaking. If a lamp breaks, they’re more inclined to throw it in the trash than to rewire it. Encouraged by cheap imports and our utter lack of know-how, we’ve accelerated our “disposable” culture into something that’s plainly unsustainable.


			Becoming more self-sufficient is not only easier than many people imagine, it’s also extremely satisfying. Work that you do with your own hands is work held to a single standard: Did I fix it? And if the answer is yes, you’re finished. It’s a feeling of accomplishment that a day spent poring over spreadsheets can’t approach. By the same token, a delicious homemade meal—made with attention and care and not ordered from a drive-through or reheated from a box—is well within the reach of anyone who takes a few minutes to learn the kitchen basics.


			Whether you aspire to brew the perfect cup of coffee, make fluffy scrambled eggs, hem your own pants, or change the oil in your car, those skills are now literally within your grasp. Read on, then get busy!
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Cooking


			Are you going to spend the rest of your life calling for takeout when you’re hungry? The fascinating little secret about being able to cook is being able to make what you want, and make it taste the way you want it to, at any time you like. The other interesting thing to know is that it’s not that hard. Learn some basics and pretty soon you can improvise like a pro.


		

			Dry, Canned, Fresh, Frozen...


			A Full Pantry


			In the Pantry


					

						

							

							

						

						

							

									

									Baking powder


								

									

									Nuts


								

							


							

									

									Baking soda


								

									

									Olive oil


								

							


							

									

									Bouillon cubes (beef, chicken, vegetable)


								

									

									Pasta


								

							


							

									

									Bread


								

									

									Peanut butter


								

							


							

									

									Canned beans (black, cannellini, kidney, pinto)


								

									

									Raisins


								

							


							

									

									Canned tomatoes


								

									

									Rice


								

							


							

									

									Canned soups


								

									

									Rolled oats


								

							


							

									

									Chocolate chips


								

									

									Soy sauce


								

							


							

									

									Cocoa


								

									

									Spices and dried herbs


								

							


							

									

									Coffee


								

									

									Sugar (brown and white)


								

							


							

									

									Cooking oil


								

									

									Tea


								

							


							

									

									Cornmeal


								

									

									Tomato paste


								

							


							

									

									Cornstarch


								

									

									Tuna


								

							


							

									

									Flour


								

									

									Vanilla extract


								

							


							

									

									Honey


								

									

									Vinegar


								

							


							

									

									Hot sauce


								

									

									Worcestershire sauce


								

							


						

					


	

			In the Refrigerator


					

						

							

							

						

						

							

									

									Butter or margarine


								

									

									Ketchup


								

							


							

									

									Cheeses


								

									

									Lettuce


								

							


							

									

									Cottage or ricotta cheese


								

									

									Mayonnaise


								

							


							

									

									Cucumber


								

									

									Mustard


								

							


							

									

									Eggs


								

									

									Orange (or other fruit) juice


								

							


							

									

									Fresh herbs (basil, parsley, rosemary)


								

									

									Plain yogurt


								

							


							

									

									Jam or jelly


								

									

									Sour cream
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			In the Vegetable Basket & In the Fruit Bowl


					

						

							

							

						

						

							

									

									Apples


								

									

									Grapefruit


								

							


							

									

									Bananas


								

									

									Jam or jelly


								

							


							

									

									Cabbage


								

									

									Lemons


								

							


							

									

									Carrots


								

									

									Onions


								

							


							

									

									Celery


								

									

									Oranges


								

							


							

									

									Garlic


								

									

									Potatoes


								

							


							

									

									Ginger


								

									

									Sweet Potatoes


								

							


						

					




			In the Freezer


					

						

							

							

						

						

							

									

									Bread


								

									

									Hamburger (in 1 or ½ pound packs)


								

							


							

									

									Chicken breasts and fillets


								

									

									Ice


								

							


							

									

									Fish fillets


								

									

									Steak or pork chops


								

							


							

									

									Frozen vegetables (corn, peas, spinach) 


								

									

							


						

					


	

	

		 
	

			Cooking Tool Kit


			Pots & Pans
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					Wok
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					Large cast-iron skillet
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					Insulated baking sheet
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					Baking sheets, with and without rims
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					Muffin tin
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					Steamer basket
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					Stainless steel saucepans
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					Stoneware or glass casseroles and baking dishes
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					Nonstick sauté or omelet pan 
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					Dutch oven


				

					[image: ]

				


					Stock pot
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					Loaf pan




			Power Appliances


				

					[image: ]

				


					Blender


				

					[image: ]

				


					Hand or stick blender
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					Stand or handheld electric mixer
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					Toaster oven


				

					[image: ]

				


					Food processor
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					Slow cooker
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					Microwave




			Knives & Utensils
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					Pastry brush
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					Corkscrew
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					Vegetable peeler
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					Slotted spoon
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					Large chef’s knife 
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					Midsize utility knife
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					Paring knife
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					Serrated bread knife
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					Meat cleaver
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					Grater
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					 Garlic press
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					Small grater/zester for citrus, nutmeg, or Parmesan (Microplane)
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					Potato masher 
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					Standard spatula
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					Can opener
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					Whisk
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					Extra-large serving spoons
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					Wooden spoons
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					Rubber or silicone spatula 
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					Frosting spatula
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					 Tongs
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					Ladle
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					Kitchen shears




			Miscellaneous Equipment
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					Magnetic knife rack
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					Plastic cutting board


				

					[image: ]

				


					Wooden cutting board
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					Salad spinner
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					Cup and spoon measures
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					 Colander
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					Large and small mixing bowls
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					Salt and pepper mills
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					Juicer
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					Measuring cup


		

		

			
#1


			How to Boil Water


			(The First Step to Cooking at Home)
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			There are fancier culinary techniques, but I can’t think of many foods that can’t be cooked in (or over) a pot of boiling water. Simple, straightforward, accessible. If you’re ever stumped about what to make for a meal, put a pot of water on the stove, open your refrigerator and pantry, and start grabbing what looks good. Within minutes, you could be heading down the road toward chicken salad, spaghetti and meatballs, vegetable soup, or deviled eggs. 


			1 Pick your pot. Always use one bigger than you think you’ll need in order to accommodate the displacement of the water by the food you’ll be adding. (If you bring your water to a boil and then add, say, a bunch of potatoes, once the water reaches the boiling point again, it’ll spill over onto your stovetop.)
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			2 Fill your pot with cold water. (But don’t fill it all the way to the top!) It feels counterintuitive to use cold water, but hot water has been sitting in your taps longer, possibly pulling unwanted residue from your pipes. 
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			3 Put the pot on a burner set to high heat. You can always reduce the heat later if you are after a simmer or a gentle poach. 


			4 Cover your pot with a close-fitting lid. This prevents steam from escaping and speeds up the process. 
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					Try An Electric Kettle 


					The fastest and most efficient way to boil water is in an electric kettle, which can bring two quarts to 212 degrees Fahrenheit in less than two minutes. It’s an inexpensive gadget that can make your life a lot easier. Boil the kettle, pour it in the pot, and speed up dinner.


				


			

			What’s the Point?


			The boiling point is the temperature at which a liquid becomes a gas. Water’s boiling point is 212 degrees Fahrenheit (100 degrees Celsius) at sea level. A higher elevation will change the equation: The lower the air pressure (that is, at higher altitudes), the easier it is for water molecules to push out of their liquid prison. In a nutshell, water will boil at the top of a mountain at 185 degrees Fahrenheit. That means, if you’re trying to boil an egg, you’ll have to leave it in the pot longer. So cooking times will vary from Albuquerque to Aspen, and if your dish must reach a specific temperature to be safe to eat, it’s smart to have an instant-read thermometer at the ready.
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					Worth your salt? 


					Adding anything to water—salt included—elevates its boiling point, increasing the time it takes the water to bubble. The difference in temperature between unsalted and salted water—based on a ratio of 1 teaspoon of salt per quart of water—is 1 or 2 degrees Fahrenheit, a difference that can matter for foods that cook quickly and in recipes that require precision. (The same principle applies to so-called hard water, which has a high mineral content.)


					Some recipes call for salt in the water because it makes for a hotter boil, which cooks foods faster and more thoroughly. Mostly, though, salting simply adds flavor. For pasta, you’ll want to salt the water in the cooking pot just as it comes to a boil. The salt dissolves in the water, and the pasta absorbs some of it as it cooks, so it gets salted from the inside out. If you salt already cooked pasta, it can’t permeate the toothsome noodles. For a 4-quart pot, add about 1 tablespoon of salt to the water. 


				


			

			Top Ten Reasons to Cook 


			To nourish your body, mind, and soul, nothing beats the fruits of your own labor, in your own kitchen. Here are ten reasons why:


			1. It’s cheaper. Dining out means paying a mark-up on your meals to cover the restaurant’s operating costs, plus tipping the staff (not to mention the cost of getting there and back). If you outline your menus in advance, stock your pantry, use coupons, buy in bulk, and prepare batches to freeze, you can really stretch your food dollar.


			2. It’s healthier. American restaurants often plate portions that are 30 to 50 percent larger than the recommended size. And diners often view meals out as a splurge or treat, which can translate to fried food, dishes drenched in melted cheese, or big hunks of red meat, as well as sugary drinks and desserts. In short, lots of what’s bad for you. At home, you control the freshness (therefore peak nutritional content) of foods, as well as choose the fat, salt, and sugar content of sauces and condiments. Plating your own food gives you control over portion sizes and helps prevent unwanted weight gain.
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					Left: recommended portion
Right: restaurant portion


			3. You get what you want. Hate mushrooms? Don’t put them in the sauce. Love black pepper? Grind away without the embarrassment of having to signal for more . . . more . . . just a little more. If you’re gluten free, you don’t have to wonder if the chef really used rice flour in that batter—because you’re the chef.


			4. It saves you time. By the time you decide on a restaurant, walk or drive yourself there, wait for your food, and eat it or bring it home and serve it, you could have easily made a salad, omelet, pasta dish, burger, or stir-fry from scratch. If you’ve cooked ahead and stored individual portions, it takes just a quick reheat and some garnishing before you are ready to sit down to a wholesome meal in a matter of minutes.


			5. You can balance your diet. At home, you’re not limited to “one from column A and one from column B.” By serving yourself appropriate combinations of foods from the Food and Drug Administration’s recommended guidelines—once a pyramid, now a plate—you can ensure you are getting the proper daily balance of fat, protein, carbohydrates, and fiber.
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			6. You’re less likely to get food poisoning. The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention estimate that about 75 million people per year in the United States experience food poisoning. Food-borne pathogens such as bacteria, viruses, and parasites can sicken or even kill. Improper cooking temperatures, cross-contamination between raw and cooked foods, and poor sanitation are risk factors. At home, you can control cooking temperatures, sanitize surfaces and hands, and properly wash raw produce—steps often overlooked or skipped by inexperienced or rushed employees in fast-food kitchens.


			7. It promotes friendship and family. Planning meals, cooking side by side, laying the table with special touches, and relaxing over good food and conversation bond people together. For humans, eating means survival. Sharing food is like a primal signal for “I’ve got your back.”


			8. Practice makes perfect. Or at the very least, practice assures progress. If you think you can’t cook, there’s no better cure for that than getting in the kitchen. If you start by following step-by-step recipes, with repetition, you’ll begin to identify basic techniques such as searing, thickening sauces, and caramelizing vegetables, and they’ll become muscle memory. Soon, you’ll be able to grab ingredients from the fridge and cook a meal without cracking a book.


			9. It’s good for the planet. Restaurant dining leaves a pretty huge carbon footprint: Driving there requires fuel, sit-down restaurants generate lots of food waste (think of the uneaten breadbaskets that must be dumped), and takeout restaurants require a veritable mountain of wrappers, containers, and disposable cutlery.


			10. It gives you a sense of pride. Whether it’s building bookshelves, knitting a scarf, or preparing a nourishing and delicious dinner, we feel a sense of accomplishment when we create something from nothing and embellish it with unique personal touches.


			A Boil by Any Other Name 


			Scald. A moist-heat cooking technique using liquid or steam to help dissolve solids such as salt, sugar, chocolate, or flour. Think hot cocoa: scalded milk with sugar and cocoa powder dissolved into it.


			Poach. The gentlest boil. Use this technique for foods that can fall apart, dry out, or overcook easily. Poaching preserves the flavor of delicate foods. Think fish, eggs (out of the shell), pears, and chicken breasts.


			Blanch. A French cooking technique whereby you plunge food briefly into rapidly boiling water to cook it but maintain its color and crispness. Think haricots verts (green beans) and asparagus. Also used to loosen the skins on soft fruits such as tomatoes and peaches, so they can be easily slid off.


			Simmer. Stopping just short of a boil, with liquid cooking at 180 to 205 degrees Fahrenheit so that the flavor isn’t cooked away and the amount of liquid isn’t reduced. Think stocks and soups.


			Rolling boil. The most vigorous boil, often called for when a food isn’t introduced until the liquid is as hot as possible. Think pasta.


			Reduce, aka “making a reduction.” Used to thicken and intensify the flavor of a liquid by boiling off the water. Often done in a wide, shallow pan with no lid in order to enable evaporation. Think glazes and sauces.


			

				

					Nuke It! Boiling Liquids in the Microwave 


					You can use your microwave to boil, but be extremely cautious of “superheating.” This occurs when water heats past the boiling point without forming bubbles to release air, then erupts in a dangerous, scalding volcano. Here are some tips for safer microwaving:


						• Before heating, stir the liquid thoroughly to add air.


						• Before heating, place a nonmetal object in your bowl or cup to encourage the formation of bubbles. A wooden chopstick works well.


						• Heat in short stints, carefully stirring at intervals.


						• Heat in a vessel with an irregular interior. Ridges and bumps offer what scientists call a “nucleation site,” serving as a starting point for bubbling.


				


		

		



			
#2


			How to Boil an Egg


			Just drop an egg in boiling water, right? Sure, you’ll wind up with something technically edible that way, but to avoid pitfalls like funky green yolks and rubbery whites, read on. Just a little care is all that’s needed for boiled eggs that are tender, creamy, and fresh tasting.


			1 Start with cold eggs from the refrigerator, and place them in a single layer in a heavy-bottomed saucepan or pot with a tightly fitting lid.
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			2 Cover with cold water, to at least 1 inch above the top of the eggs.
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			3 Place the pot over medium heat, uncovered, and bring to a rolling boil.
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			4 Remove the pot from the heat, cover it, and let it stand for 12 minutes to hard-boil and 6 minutes to soft-boil.
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			5 Using a heatproof slotted spoon, scoop out the eggs and place them in a bowl of ice water. Let stand for 10 minutes.
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			6 Peel and serve right away (see How to Peel a Boiled Egg) or refrigerate the unpeeled eggs for up to a week.
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			Tip: If you notice the white seeping out of a cracked egg during boiling, add a little vinegar to the water. This helps the proteins in the egg white coagulate faster, sealing the crack.


		

			
#3


			How to Peel a Boiled Egg
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			Nothing dampens enthusiasm for this tasty, high-protein snack like the struggle to free it from its natural wrapper. Here’s how to peel eggs with ease and keep the whites smooth and even.


			1 Start with older eggs. The higher pH of older eggs strengthens the membrane, making it easier to separate from the white. Eggs less than 3 days old are harder to peel. I like to keep eggs in the fridge for up to 2 weeks before boiling them, for easier peeling. Don’t know how old your eggs are? Put them in a bowl of water. If they stand on their ends, they’re old enough. (Older eggs have bigger air cells, the concave part at the flat end of a hard-boiled egg.)


			2 Before boiling your eggs, do one of the following: Make a crack or pinhole in the large end of the uncooked eggs. (This allows carbon dioxide to escape.) Add a teaspoon of salt to each quart of egg-boiling water. (When salt permeates the egg, its proteins coagulate and firm up, making the white easier to pull from the shell.) 


			3 After removing the cooked eggs from the hot water (see How to Boil an Egg), gently crack the shells before plunging them into ice water. 


			Tip: You can avoid the peeling issue completely by slicing the whole, boiled egg, shell on, in half with a very sharp knife, then scooping out the good stuff with a fine-edged spoon.


			

			Boiled Eggs: Troubleshooting 


			Ick! My yolk is green. Can I still eat it?


			Green yolk is simply a formation of ferrous sulfide where the yolk meets the white. This normal, harmless, chemical reaction occurs when the yolk’s iron touches the white’s hydrogen sulfide. Yolks and whites cook at different temperatures, and overcooking contributes to this unsightly coloration. To prevent it, start with cold eggs in cold water, and once the eggs are cooked, plunge them into an ice-water bath to stop the cooking process.


			Why are my egg whites rubbery?


			Simply put: overcooking. Egg whites are largely protein, and like meat, when overcooked, they become tough. Start with cold water and cold eggs in order to gently raise the temperature of the whites while ensuring that heat permeates to the center in order to fully cook the yolk.


			All of my boiled eggs are cracked. Help!


			Never stack eggs—cook them in a single layer. This will reduce jostling. Also, as eggs cook, the gases inside them expand, forming hairline cracks and holes in the shell. Bringing an egg to high heat rapidly causes an internal explosion. Start cold and heat gradually.


			

				

					What to Do with Hardboiled Eggs


					If a box of eggs has been sitting in your fridge for two to three weeks, hard-boil them all. Not only will they last another week or so, but you can make…


						• Egg Salad: Dice or mash the whole peeled eggs with a fork and add mayonnaise, salt, pepper, diced celery, chopped scallions, chives, parsley, or any other aromatic that catches your fancy.


						• Deviled Eggs: Split lengthwise and spoon the yolks into a bowl. Stir in mayo (or a little softened butter) and a bit of mustard or cider vinegar. Add salt and pepper to taste, along with a little hot sauce if desired. Spoon back into the halved whites and top with a dash of paprika or some crumbled bacon or finely sliced scallions.


						• Niçoise Salad: Crumble them over a green salad, dice and toss into tuna, cube them up and add to your favorite potato salad, or lay slices over a dish of hummus drizzled with olive oil. 


				


			

			
#4


			How to Crack an Egg


			Eggs are a basic building block for cooks, with properties that can seem almost magical. They add lift, fluffiness, and silkiness; they serve as a binder (the “glue” in a meatloaf or veggie burger!); and they make for a quick snack or meal at any time of day.


			1 Holding the egg in one hand, rap it sharply on the side of the bowl you’re breaking it into. Always crack with conviction! If you rap hesitantly, you’re more likely to get a messy break and egg all over your fingers. 
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			2 Holding the egg with both hands, with the cracked side facing down into the bowl, put the tips of your thumbs into the broken spot and pull. 
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			3 Wash your hands with soap when you’re done; don’t just wipe them on a towel! 
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			4 If a bit of shell has dropped into the bowl, use the tip of a spoon or your washed fingertips to pull out any broken bits. (Resist the urge to use one half of the shell to scoop it out—there are bacteria on the outside of the shell.)


				

					[image: ]

				


			

				

					Skillet Savvy


					Use a cast-iron skillet for cooking nearly everything—except scrambled eggs. It can leave tiny bits of black from the iron pan visible on the eggs’ surface; scrambled eggs also adhere so strongly to the pan that they can ruin its finish. An enamel-coated or nonstick skillet will make eggs fluffier and cleanup easier. 


				


			

			The Freshness Test


			Eggs can be stored in the refrigerator for several weeks without much quality loss, but the shells are permeable to air. As an egg ages, the white shrinks and an air pocket grows; until, eventually, the egg turns. To tell if an egg is fresh, fill a cup with cold water and set the egg into it. A fresh egg will lie on the bottom of the cup. An older egg, with a larger air pocket will stand on its end.


			A super-fresh egg is perfect for scrambling. But for poaching or boiling, a slightly older egg is best. When you boil a fresh egg, the white is still closely bound to the shell, so it will also peel off in raggedy chunks; the shell will peel smoothly from an egg that’s a week or so old. Similarly, an older egg forms a neater oval shape when poached, without lots of trailing threads of white.
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			Size It Up 


			Eggs at the grocery store are available in a dizzying range of sizes and “grades”: small, medium, large, extra-large, jumbo, and AA. The letter grades identify quality, as determined by the USDA; the highest grade is AA. Size is determined by weight per dozen, and most recipes assume you are using large eggs, unless a different size is specifically called for. Any size egg that you have in your refrigerator will work just fine. In small amounts, the volume difference is not so great that it will have a massive impact. 


			Organic—Worth the Price?


			A certified organic egg comes from a hen that eats organic feed, is grown without pesticides, and is not fed antibiotics. That chicken, however, might live in a “battery” farm, where chickens are subjected to inhumane treatment and exceedingly crowded conditions. The best eggs—in terms of flavor as well as animal welfare—are organic and “free range,” meaning the chickens have constant or daily access to the outdoors, to roam freely and peck at insects and plants.


			The best eggs are from a farmers’ market, where the vendor can probably tell you personally about the chickens’ living conditions. In summertime, a farm egg has a deep orange yolk that’s particularly thick and rich, and this is the benchmark for the best eggs. In a supermarket, you can’t always be sure from the box. 


			Are Brown Eggs Better?


			Only if you prefer the color. Otherwise, brown eggs and white eggs are eggs-actly the same. They are no more natural or farm-fresh than white eggs; they’re just from a breed of chicken that lays brown eggs, just as some birds lay pale green or blue eggs. If you want an egg to taste different, you have to switch birds: Try duck, goose, or quail eggs for a different flavor.


			Red Alert


			That red dot on the yolk does not mean that the egg was fertilized. It is simply a tiny bit of blood that got into the egg as it formed in the hen. It won’t hurt you at all, but it’s a little unappetizing. Use the tip of a spoon to dip it out and discard it.


			

			Recipe: Perfect Scrambled Eggs


			One of the most trusted recipes in your arsenal should be the perfect scramble. The trick is not to touch them too much. 


			Serves 2 to 4


			4 large eggs


			2 tablespoons unsalted butter


			1 tablespoon milk


			Salt and freshly ground pepper


			1. Crack the eggs into a medium-size bowl and discard the shells.


			2. Put a medium-size (8- or 10-inch) skillet on a burner over medium heat. Place the butter in the pan to melt.


			3. While the butter melts, use a fork or a whisk to beat the eggs vigorously. If using a fork, hold the tines of the fork parallel to the bottom of the bowl and whip the eggs over and over in a circular motion, to break the yolks and incorporate them into the whites.


			4. Beat in the milk (it helps make the eggs creamier) and a pinch of salt and pepper. As the butter starts to sizzle, tip the eggs into the pan.


			5. Use a wooden spoon or a heatproof silicone spatula to turn the eggs over gently as they cook (infrequently, so you’re not touching them too much), pulling a track through the eggs as they set so that more uncooked egg touches the pan.


			6. After a minute or two, when there is still a little runny egg visible, turn the scrambled eggs into a serving bowl or onto plates. The residual heat will continue cooking the eggs so that they’re perfect by the time they reach the table. 


		

			
#5


			How to Whip Cream
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			Walk right past those containers of “whipped topping” in the freezer section of the supermarket—they are an unappetizing concoction of sugar, vegetable oils, thickeners, and emulsifiers, often containing no dairy at all—and skip those cans of prewhipped cream, which also contain stabilizers and emulsifiers. All you need is heavy cream (not “whipping cream”), usually sold in ½ pint (8-ounce) containers. One container will yield 1 cup of cream that will whip into 2 cups. For peaky, airy whipped cream, I have just two words for you: cold and fast.


			1 Put a large metal mixing bowl and a whisk in the freezer for at least 1 hour before you make your whipped cream. 
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			2 Pour 1 cup of very cold heavy cream into the bowl. To keep the bowl steady on the counter, dampen a kitchen towel and coil it around the base of the bowl. 
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			3 Tip the bowl slightly toward you with one hand and use the whisk in the other hand to beat the cream with broad oval strokes. Don’t beat in a small circle, or it will take longer. If you beat in a large circle, you’re more likely to splash the cream everywhere. 
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			4 Beat the cream until soft peaks form, 3 to 5 minutes, depending on room temperature. If you beat past the soft peak stage, the cream will stiffen perceptibly and may turn into butter. 
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					Left: Soft Peak
Right: Stiff Peak


			5 Use the whipped cream immediately. Store any leftover cream tightly covered in the refrigerator and use within a few days, beating it with a whisk again to reincorporate some air, if needed.
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			The Lowdown on Dairy


			Discover a day or two later that your milk product has gone off? It may have been because low-fat and nonfat dairy products don’t stay fresh nearly as long as their creamier counterparts. Fat retains not only flavor, but also freshness. Understanding the various products offered in the dairy case can help you wisely choose—and use—your milk products.


			Whole, skim, or in between?


			Depends on what you need it for. Nutritionists usually recommend whole milk for children to drink until the age of two, then low-fat versions for all ages after that, but lower-fat milks typically have more sugar. In the end, you might be just as well to go with your personal preference. 


			What about the creamy stuff?


			Half-and-half is a mixture of equal parts heavy cream and whole milk, with a butterfat content of about 15 percent. Light cream ranges from 15 to 30 percent butterfat. Heavy cream can be 36 to 40 percent butterfat. Half-and-half and light cream will not whip, but they’re ideal for coffee or cooking, allowing you to add some richness with less fat.


			How much fat is in yogurt? And what makes yogurt “Greek”?


			It depends on what you start with. All yogurt can be made with whole or skim milk, or any of the percentages in between. Greek-style yogurt can be nonfat if it’s made with skim milk, or it can taste as rich as heavy cream if made with whole milk. That’s because the milk is treated with a yogurt culture to slightly sour and thicken it. Greek-style yogurt is strained to remove excess liquid, resulting in a much thicker product. Whatever you prefer, consider buying yogurt without added sweeteners, and then add fruit or sweeten it yourself. Flavored yogurts are far more likely to contain chemical flavors, colors, and stabilizers than plain yogurt, and typically cost more, too.


			Is there butter in buttermilk?


			Real buttermilk is the by-product of the butter-making process. When fresh cow’s milk, with the cream still in it, is churned, the butterfat separates into a lump of butter, and the remaining liquid is buttermilk. Most of what you find in the supermarket, however, is cultured buttermilk—a low-fat milk that has been treated with a culture to give it the tangy flavor and acidity of real buttermilk.


			How long will it keep?


			Stored in the refrigerator at 38 degrees Fahrenheit, whole milk will easily stay fresh for a week or more, a bit longer than low-fat. Half-and-half or light cream will last longer than whole milk, and heavy cream can sit in your refrigerator for nearly a month with no loss in quality.


			The date on the label is the date after which the store must not sell the product, in the interest of public health. But if your milk, cream, buttermilk, or yogurt is only a day or two past its date, has been kept at 38 degrees or colder, and, most important, has not been opened, it may still be fresh enough to drink. Opening a container allows oxygen to contact the product, making it degrade more quickly. An unopened carton of milk (particularly whole milk) may still be good a few days past the sell-by date, and yogurt almost always is. Just give it the sniff test: If it smells fine, it’s probably fine to drink. But if there’s any question, throw it out. 


			

				

					
Sweetened Whipped Cream


					Plain whipped cream is ideal for topping sweet and rich desserts. If you prefer sweetened whipped cream, add 2 tablespoons granulated sugar (or more or less to taste) and ½ teaspoon vanilla extract before beating.


				


			

				

					Sweet or salty?


					Most cooks prefer unsalted butter, also called “sweet cream” butter, in part because it’s believed to be fresher (salt acts as a preservative) but mostly because it won’t add unwanted extra salt to a recipe. Salted butter, though best for buttering toast or baked potatoes, can be tricky to work with, especially in baking, because different butter-makers use different amounts of salt in their product. If you add salted butter to a recipe that calls for unsalted butter, always decrease the amount of table salt called for by ¼ teaspoon (per stick).


				


		

			
#6


			How to Stock Up 


			(Weekly Shopping and Long-Term Planning)
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			Planning grocery purchases in advance helps save you money, minimizes trips to the store, and guarantees that you will always have staples on hand. Shop with menus in mind, and you’ll never find yourself desperate for fresh cilantro in the middle of chopping tomatoes for your famous salsa.


			1 Set the standard. Taking the time for this step will pay off again and again. Head to your favorite supermarkets and big-box stores—wherever you like to shop—with a pen and paper. Starting at one end of the store (I suggest the dairy case), write down the prices for the items you usually buy or are likely to buy. Don’t skip any aisles—this list is your shopping bible, and you want it to be comprehensive. At home, write a multipage checklist for each store, grouping the items by type (produce, meat, etc.) or by aisle number. If you do this in your regular stores, you’ll quickly figure out that some places are ideal to stock up on, say, olive oil, flour, and sugar, whereas others are less expensive if you’re just running in for a gallon of milk and some eggs.
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			2 Collect coupons. Keep a manila envelope tacked to a bulletin board or a divided folder in a drawer. Before hitting the supermarket, go through your coupon stash and compare it with your list. Saving a few pennies on items you don’t need or won’t eat isn’t smart, but reducing the bill on shelf-stable staples or needed weekly menu ingredients makes sense (and cents!).
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			3 Hit the books. Before your weekly shopping trip, look through your cookbooks and recipes, and plan what meals you’d like that week, along with big-batch freezables such as chili, soups, stews, and casseroles like lasagna. This curbs impulse buying and helps prevent overbuying and waste. 
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			4 Cross-reference. If you know you need fresh parsley for chicken soup, and bunches are twice as big as you’ll need, plan to also make tabbouleh or chimichurri sauce. Then check those recipes and list their ingredients so you’re not caught short. 
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			5 Check your supply of perishables. With fresh staples such as milk, eggs, bread, and cheese and the addition of pantry items such as olive oil, dried pasta, canned tomatoes, canned fish, jarred olives, and jams on hand, you’ll be able to make a quick, hearty meal, any time of day. 
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#7


			How to Be a Thrifty Shopper
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			Remember: A penny saved is a penny earned. And coupons aren’t the only way to save at the grocery store. Here’s how to shop on a budget.


			1 The bigger, the better. Buy nonperishable items in bulk and large sizes. Prices are better per unit, and you can repackage at home to make storage more convenient. 
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			2 Extra! Extra! Read supermarket circulars in the Sunday papers, or check out advertised sales as you enter the store and adjust your list accordingly. Be flexible: Ground turkey can replace ground beef in your recipes if it’s being offered at a better price. 
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			3 Go generic. In many cases, the food inside the ho-hum packaging of generics and store brands is the same, produced by the same manufacturer, differing only in label and price. My family likes only a certain brand of mayonnaise, so I splurge or use coupons. With frozen peas, however, one brand (or nonbrand) is as good as another. 
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			4 Keep it simple. Less processing usually means lower costs. A whole chicken (which you can cut up at home) is typically cheaper than a chicken cut into parts. Similarly, dried beans and peas are cheaper than canned, and cooking them isn’t labor-intensive. Pop your own corn and save big compared to microwave style (bonus: no nasty chemical “flavorings”). 
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			5 Put it on ice. Buy meat and produce when it’s cheap, then clean it (in the case of meat) or cook it (in the case of vegetables) and freeze it in individual portions.


				

					[image: ]

				


			Coca-Cola inventor John Pemberton is considered by many to be the godfather of coupons. In 1887, he offered certificates for a free drink to entice customers.


		

			
#8 


			How to Freeze Hamburger Meat 


			(or Anything Else)


			The invention of the freezer was a godsend for thrifty cooks. When our forebears slaughtered a cow or chicken, they had to eat it in short order to prevent spoilage and, therefore, illness. Freezing meat gives us access to safe, quality, high-protein meals on demand. In the United States, ground beef plays a starring role in most kitchens as a versatile and economical staple. Understanding how to buy, store, and freeze it is key to learning best practices in shopping, storing, and cooking all manner of meats and prepared dishes.


			1 At the store, look for tears in the packaging and check the expiration date. The meat should look bright red—browning indicates age or unsafe storage—and have uniform fat marbling. 
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			2 At home, remove the meat from its packaging and divide it into recipe-size portions (½ pound, 1 pound, 2 pounds, etc.) or form it into burger patties. Using freezer paper, with the shiny side in, tightly wrap each portion of meat, forcing out as much air as possible, and tape it tightly shut. Do this twice, for an additional protective layer. Patties must be wrapped individually, or they’ll freeze in a single block. If you don’t have freezer paper, wrap in plastic wrap or foil, then place them inside gallon-size freezer bags, forcing out the air before sealing. Label and date all frozen parcels. The USDA suggests freezing for no more than 4 months. If you will be using the meat within 2 days, no need to freeze it—stash it immediately in the coldest part of the refrigerator. 
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			3 When you are ready to use the ground beef, you have a few options for thawing.
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				• To thaw it in the refrigerator, simply place the package on a plate to catch any juices that might leak; allow 24 hours to fully thaw. 


				• For a quicker thaw, unwrap the ground beef and seal it in a zip-top bag (if it’s not already in one). Stopper the sink, fill it with cold water, and fully immerse the meat in the water. Change the water every half hour until the meat is thawed. Do not use hot water because bacteria can form under warm conditions.


				• To thaw it in the microwave, remove all wrapping and place the ground beef on a microwave-safe plate. Thaw it on the lowest defrost setting, checking frequently so that it doesn’t begin to cook. Once the meat is thawed, cook it immediately and do not refreeze or re-refrigerate it.
 

				

				How Much Should I Buy?


				If ground beef (or any other freezer staple) is on deep sale, buy as much as you can reasonably store. Familiarize yourself with standard prices by reading store circulars, talking with butchers, and reading the cost-per-pound breakdowns at the meat counter. Bulk is usually cheaper than prepackaged. Four ounces (about ½ cup) of cooked ground beef is considered one serving, and 1 pound of raw beef will equal 2 cups of cooked ground beef.


				A Cut Above


				Types and grades of ground beef differ depending on which part of the cow they came from and the percentage of fat they contain. Use this basic guide when shopping.


				Ground beef (aka hamburger meat). For this classification, there is no assurance about which part of the cow is used. Scraps from other butchered beef cuts are included, but no innards are permitted. USDA standards allow up to 30 percent fat in ground beef, though some labels indicate the amount of fat and say “75 percent lean.” It is good for stretching your food dollar by adding flavor to pasta sauces, chili, and soups, and it makes for juicy burgers.


				Ground chuck. This comes from the “chuck,” or shoulder, of the cow. Generally, these cuts are more expensive because of the popularity of chuck roasts and chuck steak. They feature a lot of connective tissue and benefit from long, slow cooking. When ground, chuck offers drier, leaner meat that is good for meatballs or meat loaves, goulashes that stand up to noodles and gravy, or any recipe that benefits from a firm texture.


				Ground sirloin. Sirloin comes from the hip region of the cow. It’s also more expensive than hamburger. The fat content of ground sirloin varies between 7 and 10 percent. Tender, with a pronounced beef flavor, it enjoys cult status among health-conscious cooks. Use it in heavily spiced chilis or for burgers piled high with add-ons such as mushrooms, peppers, and onions.


				Ground round. The round comes from the rump area of a cow. Leaner than chuck, round’s fat content hovers between 10 and 15 percent. The resulting burgers may be more steaklike, so they are tastiest when cooked medium or medium-rare and topped with juicy condiments. Ground round is a good choice for thick, meaty pasta sauces, lasagna, and tacos.


				Make It Last


				Here’s a quick guide to storing common grocery items:


				Meat. Ground meat and fresh poultry will store safely in the refrigerator for one to three days, and chops, roasts, and steaks for three to four days. If sealed properly and stored in the freezer, uncooked meat can last for four to twelve months. Buy meat in bulk for economy, and once home, divide it immediately among zip-top bags, forcing out as much air as possible when you seal the bag. If you’re planning to freeze meat for several months, it’s worth it to buy heavy-duty freezer bags.


				Fruit. In general, fruit stays fresh longer left unpeeled and uncut. Seal whole fruit such as apples, peaches, and pears in plastic bags and keep them in the crisper drawer. Don’t put any fruits on the top shelf because many refrigerators freeze food at this level. Berries and grapes are better left in the vented plastic store packaging; before refrigerating, slide the whole package into a brown paper bag to protect them from light and humidity. Bananas keep longer in the fridge, but the peel will brown. Pineapples and mangoes should be peeled, sliced, and stored in an airtight, lidded bowl. To discourage browning, toss cut fruit with a few teaspoons of lemon juice. 
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				Nuts. Shelled nuts, if not used quickly, get rancid and soggy faster than you’d think. Store them in a zip-top bag with the air pushed out, inside of a sealed container in the refrigerator for up to three months or stashed in the freezer for up to a year. Always do a taste test with older nuts before using them in brownies or on salad. 


				

					[image: ]

				


				Cheese. The first thing to know is that cheese is a living, breathing thing. The most common mistake is wrapping it in plastic, suffocating the flavor. For cheese that comes in plastic, unwrap it immediately at home, and then repackage it by wrapping it tightly in parchment, waxed paper, or paper towels. Then put it in a partially sealed zip-top bag. Rub the outer layer of firm cheeses (not blue or Stilton!) with olive oil. If mold begins to form, you can then wipe and rinse it away, or cut off the outermost layer, preserving the bulk of it. 
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				Bread. Moist breads last longer in the fridge or freezer (where they will keep for three to six months), but I abhor cold bread. When I’m forced to prolong the shelf life of bread by chilling it, I designate those loaves for toast, bread pudding, or stuffing. Storing home-baked or artisanal breads made without preservatives can be tricky; don’t use plastic wrap nor plastic bags. The bread will turn gummy and quickly grow mold. My grandmother had the right idea with her ceramic bread box—it kept out air (and critters!) but allowed for breathing. No room for a bread box? Wrap your bread in a clean dishtowel and put it in a paper bag. 
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				Vegetables. Onions and potatoes can be stored at room temperature, preferably in a cool, dry place. But most veggies—including carrots, cabbage, and cauliflower—do better in the fridge. In fact, you can also store onions in the refrigerator to reduce tears when chopping. If you have a “vegetable” setting on your fridge drawers, use it—the purpose is to reduce humidity, which most veggies prefer.


				

				

					What is freezer burn?


					Those leathery, brownish patches and wrinkled, crystallized spots on frozen foods are caused by a combination of dehydration and oxidization. Freezer burn isn’t harmful; it just doesn’t taste good. Airtight packaging helps stave it off, and some experts recommend freezing water in open, plastic containers in your freezer to maintain humidity.


				


				

				Recipe: Perfect Meat loaf


				Meat loaf is a favorite everywhere, loved for its economy, ease, and flexibility. Go basic with mashed potatoes and gravy, fancy with grilled vegetables and capellini (angel hair pasta), or enjoy it cold on a next-day sandwich! This is the way my mother made it, but once you master this recipe, improvise and customize to your heart’s content. Wrap it in bacon, glaze it with sweet and sour sauce, top it with ketchup and hot sauce, or spice it with garam masala and serve it with basmati rice. 


				Serves 8


				1 large yellow onion, diced


				2 pounds ground beef (I prefer ground chuck)


				½ cup ketchup


				½ cup Dijon mustard 


				2 eggs, beaten


				1¼ cups bread crumbs 


				Salt and freshly ground black pepper


				1. Preheat the oven to 350°F. Line a baking sheet with foil.


				2. In a large mixing bowl, combine all ingredients and mix with slightly wet hands until evenly combined. 


				3. Scoop the mixture onto the prepared baking sheet and form it into 1 large loaf or 2 small loaves. Bake a large loaf for 1 hour or smaller loaves for 45 minutes.


				4. Let the meat loaf stand for 15 minutes before slicing so it doesn’t fall apart. 


				Tip: Bread crumbs can be store-bought or you can whir chunks of bread in a blender or food processor. In a pinch, slice bread thinly with a bread knife and then chop.


		

			
#9


			How to Buy an Apple 


			(or, How to Shop for Produce)


			Fresh, ripe natural foods nourish the body and delight the senses. If you shop smart, they also offer excellent mileage for your food dollar. Choosing the best the market has to offer isn’t rocket science, but it takes some know-how and a little common sense.


			1 There are no stupid questions. Don’t know the difference between a mutsu and a winesap? Ask the seller. Whether it’s the produce manager at your grocery store or the stall-keeper at the farmers’ market, they should know the answer or can at least find out for you. 
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			2 Inspect for “yuck” factors. You know what you don’t like to eat: bugs, rotten spots, bruised flesh, weird bumps. If it’s not appetizing, pick another one off the pile. 
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			3 Use your five senses. If a peach doesn’t smell like a peach, don’t buy it. If it’s green when it’s supposed to be red, keep searching. If there are samples, taste them. If you shake a melon or squash and it sounds like a baby’s rattle, it’s dried out—and shouldn’t go in your cart. 
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			4 Look for average sizes and shapes. Comically large produce (like strawberries) often means it’s either old or has been bred for something other than flavor. 
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			5 Buy local, when possible. Generally, the less it has traveled, the fresher, riper, and least chemically treated it is. 


				

					[image: ]

				


			6 Buy what you’ll realistically eat. Don’t buy spinach if you hate it, and buy only as much produce as you will eat in a few days, or up to a week. More than that, and it loses precious nutrients or, worse, goes bad. 
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			7 Try to buy what’s in season. If you don’t know, ask. Usually, in-season produce is at its peak of flavor and (bonus!) at its cheapest because it’s abundant. 
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			Is Organic Really Better?


			Ideally, organic produce would be defined as produce grown without pesticides or chemicals, from seeds that weren’t genetically engineered, in a way that doesn’t harm the soil or the water table. In truth, the standards vary. Even though the USDA has a certification for organic foods, the edges are fuzzy. For example, organic soup need contain only 95 percent organic ingredients, and the standards don’t apply at all to growers who sell less than $5,000 worth of goods yearly.


			The USDA and the government set allowable pesticide residue limits deemed safe for humans to eat, and groceries must meet those standards. Doctors, nutritionists, and even pro-organic activist groups say that the benefits of eating fresh fruits and vegetables outweigh the known risks of consuming pesticide residue. Your body and brain thrive on the vitamins, minerals, and fiber from fresh foods. Make the best choices you can, given your budget and options.


			Note that conventional (nonorganic) produce such as bananas, grapefruits, onions, cantaloupe, and avocados are fine choices because we don’t eat the peels; other items are best bought organic because they are pesticide-heavy and we eat the peels or the whole food. Go organic if you can for apples, bell peppers, blueberries, celery, grapes, kale, lettuce, peaches, spinach, and strawberries.


			Organic or not, all produce should be carefully washed before eating, with special attention given to produce with edible peels. Using warm water, either place your produce in a colander and rinse, or for sandy or extra-dirty vegetables like spinach or potatoes, soak in a stoppered sink. If using a brush, make sure the bristles aren’t too stiff, or you’ll tear delicate skins and peels. The FDA doesn’t recommend using soap; however, some health food stores sell food-grade sprays and washes to remove oil-based residues that are not entirely water-soluble, such as pesticides, waxy preservatives, and oils from the hands of shoppers and handlers.
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			Rethink Salad


			You shopped for a mountain of vegetables, determined to increase your intake. And then, guiltily, you found yourself tossing away soft cucumbers and unhappy-looking lettuce, deflated radishes, and eggplant that’s withered and brown. It’s disheartening, when your intentions were so good! But when you open the vegetable drawer and it all seems like too much trouble, think again. What would make those vegetables be tempting to you? 


			Roasting is always good: You can toss practically anything with olive oil, salt and pepper, and roast it on a baking sheet at 375°F until it’s brown and crisp-edged, tender and delicious: cauliflower florets, broccoli stems, onion half-moons, green beans, asparagus, eggplant matchsticks, even wedges of cabbage or whole sections of romaine. Don’t be stingy with the oil, shake the pan (or flip the veggies with a big spoon) now and then, and do consider lining your baking sheet with foil, baking paper, or a nonstick mat. It makes cleanup so much easier. 


			But there is something else you can do: Rethink your definition of “salad.” Salad doesn’t have to be just a pile of lettuce. Any cooked vegetable, dressed with vinegar and olive oil, becomes “salad,” as does any raw vegetable cut thin or small enough to eat with ease. Think thinly sliced fennel with hazelnuts and vinaigrette. Shredded carrots with Greek yogurt, raisins, cumin, and a dash of honey. It doesn’t even have to be a vegetable: Diced plums and apricots with almonds, red wine vinegar, olive oil, chopped parsley, and a sprinkle of smoked paprika is a fantastic side dish for roast chicken. Or, dice up melon and cucumbers, toss with soy sauce, sesame oil, cilantro, and mint, and top with roasted peanuts. 


			A new approach to salad (along with a little help from the Internet when you’re feeling stuck) can help transform your vegetable drawer from a place where good intentions go to die into a place where a hearty, healthful dinner can be harvested any night of the week. 
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#10 


			Care and Handling of Lettuce


			(or, How to Avoid Waste)


			Americans throw out food so often that we barely stop to consider what a waste of money it is. In economics, “slippage” means the difference between the estimated cost of a transaction and what you actually pay. Restaurant managers and chefs have borrowed the term and applied it to food: Slippage is when you buy five tomatoes, eat three, and throw away two because they rotted. In any kitchen, waste not want not is the goal.


			1 Fill a clean sink with very cold water. Separate the leaves of lettuce, put them in the water, and swish them around. For limp leaves, break off the bottom to create a fresh edge, soak them for 30 minutes, and they will miraculously rejuvenate. 
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			2 Drain the water. If the leaves were particularly sandy or dirty, fill the sink again, let soak for 15 minutes, then drain again. Next, rinse each individual leaf under cold running water, and then place the leaves in the basket of your salad spinner. (Give each leaf a quick once-over to check for clinging bugs!) For large leaves, as with romaine, you can tear them in halves or quarters before placing them in the basket. 
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			3 When the spinner is full, but not too tightly packed, spin the lettuce until dry. 
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			4 Roll out several paper towels on a countertop and stack the dry leaves in the center. Wrap the lettuce loosely with the paper towels. 
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			5 Place the wrapped lettuce in a gallon-size zip-top bag, gently press out the air, and close the bag. Store in the refrigerator and use as needed. When the bag is empty, simply rinse, air-dry, and reuse it. 
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			Types of Lettuce
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					Top row, left to right: buttercrunch, chicory, mignonette, oak leaf, and radicchio
Bottom row, left to right: red coral, arugula, romaine, and watercress


			Is That Radioactive Waste in My Crisper Drawer?


			It’s happened to the best of us. After a week of eating out, vows to eat fresh, healthful food are renewed. With green salad in mind, the fridge door is flung open only to find a wilted green puddle where lettuce once was.


			This may be a discouraging sight, but don’t give up on salads made at home! If you’re willing to invest twenty minutes once every two weeks, you’ll have a ready supply of crisp lettuce (or spinach or parsley or collards . . . any leafy greens!).


			Before we start: Get a salad spinner. In general, I don’t tout specific gadgets, but in this case, the right tool for the job is essential. Wetness is the enemy of crisp lettuce. Centrifugal force removes water. Enough said.


			More About Salad Spinners


			Some salad spinners have holes in the bottom of the outer container so that the water can drain directly into the sink. Which is great if you don’t mind leaning down into your sink to turn the handle or crank the knob or pull the cord. 


			However, what’s great about the spinners with a solid exterior bowl is that they can serve first as a lettuce refresher. If your lettuce is not looking as crisp as you might wish, fill the bowl with cold water and let the lettuce soak in it for 10 or 15 minutes while you get dinner ready. Then lift the wet leaves into the inner sieve. If any dirt has soaked off, it will fall to the bottom, and you want to lift the greens off the grit, not pour it back over. Spin vigorously, then pour off any water and spin again. 


			Up the Creek Without a Spinner


			If you find yourself without a salad spinner—such as in a vacation kitchen—you can use an old French trick for the most effective spinning ever. Wash the lettuce under running water, and tear up the leaves into serving pieces directly onto a clean dishtowel. Gather up the four edges of the towel, go outdoors, and swing your arm in a big circle, like a baseball pitcher winding up. Family and friends may want to line up in the doorway to watch but tell them to stay back. Water flies out in a massive arc around you! The lettuce will be perfectly dry and crisp, even if the bottom of the towel is soaked. It’s a great way to dry a salad, and a terrific party trick.


		

			
#11


			How to Care For Iceberg Lettuce


			A head of iceberg lettuce requires slightly different handling than other less densely packed varieties.


			1 Remove the core by sharply knocking the head, stem down, against a countertop or cutting board until it’s loose. 
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			2 Twist the stem until it pulls out easily. Discard the core, along with the outer layer of leaves. 
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			3 Rinse the whole head of lettuce well under very cold, running water and shake it dry over the sink. 
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			4 Wipe off the excess water with a clean dish towel or paper towels. 
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			5 Wrap the whole head in paper towels, place it in a zip-top bag, press out the air, seal it, and store it in the fridge. 
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			6 Keep it up to a week, maybe even a few days longer, ready to pull off a few leaves for sandwiches, shred finely to top tacos or nachos, or cut off a wedge to eat with blue cheese dressing.
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			How to Make Vinaigrette


			The simplest salad dressing of them all is also perhaps the most delicious—classic vinaigrette is tangy and light, with just enough flavor to make any salad sing. I like a lot of mustard, which acts as an emulsifier, meaning it makes it possible for the vinegar and oil to mix. The salt counters the blandness of the oil, the vinegar adds tanginess, and the pepper offers bite. It’s remarkably versatile; dress any pile of greens or veggies (or even pasta) with it. You can halve this recipe, but it stores well for a couple days.


			Makes 1 cup


			3 tablespoons red wine vinegar


			1 clove garlic, minced


			Pinch of kosher salt


			2 tablespoons Dijon mustard


			¾ cup extra-virgin olive oil


			Freshly ground black pepper


			1. Put the vinegar, garlic, and salt in a small glass jar and let sit for 2 minutes. (This lessens the garlic’s bite and dissolves the salt.)


			2. Add the mustard, olive oil, and pepper to taste. Cap the jar tightly and shake vigorously.


			Variations: Chopped fresh herbs are nice. Use grainy or mild mustard. Try balsamic vinegar for a robust fragrance; apple cider vinegar for a fruity finish; or lemon juice for extra tartness. Experiment with different oils, including nut oils and infused oils.
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			How to Make Caesar Salad 


			(or, How to Construct a Salad and Make Dressing)
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			Tossed tableside at supper clubs by tuxedoed waiters, the Caesar salad is arguably the most sophisticated and romantic of all lettuce-based dishes. Once a mere starter, the Caesar salad has become a favorite entrée with the addition of extras such as grilled chicken, shrimp, or steak.


			The original recipe, attributed to chef and restaurateur Caesar Cardini, was said to have included olive oil, coddled eggs, and whole romaine lettuce leaves, meant to be plucked from the plate by the stem and nibbled by hand. (The lore goes that Caesar Cardini invented the Caesar salad out of desperation one summer’s night when his kitchen was running out of staple menu ingredients.) Chopping it makes for tidier eating, but eating salad with your hands is a fun change of pace. 


			1 Select a salad bowl. I have a favorite, large wooden bowl that’s functional and beautiful. For a classic Caesar, use romaine lettuce, torn into large chunks. As with all green salads, it’s imperative to make sure the leaves are dry (see Care and Handling of Lettuce). Use a salad spinner and allow the lettuce to air dry. If needed, pat with a clean dish towel.
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			2 Make the dressing. (See Classic Caesar Dressing.)
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			3 Pour on the dressing, and then toss with your salad spoons or a pair of tongs. How much dressing to use is a matter of taste—some people like their salad really wet, some like it really dry—but a rough estimate is 1 tablespoon of dressing for every 2 cups of leaves. Start with that and add more as needed. First, be sure to toss well so each leaf is coated in a very thin layer of dressing. Once tossed, top with homemade croutons (see How to Make Croutons), a final grind of pepper, and some big, flat shavings of Parmesan cheese.
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			4 Serve the salad right away. As with all lettuces, the romaine will start to wilt immediately upon being dressed. 
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			5 Once you’ve mastered the basic Caesar, improvise! Try: lime juice, balsamic vinegar, red onion, Boston or butter lettuce, mesclun mix, spinach, capers, crumbled bacon, and scallions. 
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Raw Eggs: Are they safe to eat?


					The dressing for a Classic Ceasar salad is traditionally made with raw egg. According to the FDA, raw eggs can carry a risk of salmonella contamination. In 2009, they did a study that showed the risk to be lower than originally thought: About 1 in 30,000 eggs was found to be contaminated, and even then, the bacteria may not have penetrated the shell. Since 2010, all commercially produced eggs have been treated to kill the bacteria, but there is no 100 percent guarantee that salmonella won’t be present.


					My family and I eat raw eggs. My children are past the vulnerable infant and toddler stages; we’re all healthy and we get our eggs from reputable sources. I also make sure that the shells are washed and that the eggs stay refrigerated. I hard-boil all of my eggs that float (instead of sink) in water, which indicates advanced age.


					If you want to use raw eggs but have concerns, consider using those that are pasteurized in-shell or coddle them by slipping whole eggs into boiling water for one minute, then immediately plunging them into an ice-water bath to halt cooking. Then you can separate the white from the yolk, if called for.


				




			
Recipe: Classic Caesar Dressing


			Ideas about the salad vary, but the real marker of a good Caesar salad is the dressing. I often use my blender to make salad dressings. For vinaigrettes, I simply add all the ingredients to a tightly sealed jar and shake it. But a blender helps make this dressing creamy. If you don’t want to use one, simply whisk everything but the olive oil in a medium-size bowl, then drizzle in the oil while whisking.


			Makes ½ cup, to dress enough salad for 3 or 4 people


			3 anchovy fillets (or 1 tablespoon anchovy paste)


			1 clove garlic, chopped finely or pressed 


			1 large egg yolk


			Juice of 1 lemon (see How to Juice a Lemon)


			¼ cup freshly grated Parmesan cheese


			¼ teaspoon kosher salt 


			¼ teaspoon freshly ground black pepper


			½ cup extra-virgin olive oil


			1. Put the anchovy, garlic, egg, and lemon juice in a blender. Pulse to combine.


			2. Add the Parmesan cheese, salt, pepper, and ¼ cup of the olive oil. Pulse to make a smooth paste.


			3. With the blender on medium speed, slowly drizzle in the remaining ¼ cup olive oil to make a creamy dressing. If the dressing seems too thick, add a little more olive oil, taste it for balance, and add a little salt, if needed. Use it right away; this dressing does not store well.


			Anchovies—small saltwater fish rich in Omega-3 fatty acids—are a secret key ingredient in dressings and pastas, adding “umami,” the savory depth our tongues crave.
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			How to Zest a Lemon
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			Most citrus-accented recipes (lemon bars, orange chocolate chip cookies, Meyer lemon vinaigrette, chicken a l’orange) will call for “zest.” This simply means the colored part of the rind, minus the white part (called pith), which is unpleasantly bitter. Here’s how to properly remove the zest and leave the pith.


			1 Wash the lemon in running water or soak the lemon in a bowl of water and then rinse.


			2 Grip the lemon in your palm from end to end, so that the pointier end touches your little finger and the other end touches your thumb.


			3 Prop a Microplane grater against a clean cutting board, angling it at 45 degrees. Twist your wrist while scraping the fruit against the grater in a long stroke, from one end of the lemon to the other. Don’t press too hard, or you’ll scrape the pith.


			4 Rotate the lemon. Repeat the zesting motion one strip at a time, until the whole fruit—or as much as you need—is scraped clean of the yellow part.


			5 If you don’t have a Microplane, you can use a lemon zester—a specialized peeler that pulls off 3 or 4 tiny strips at a time—or a vegetable peeler to pull off super-thin strips. If you use a peeler, you’ll likely need to scrape off the pith and chop the zest finely with a knife. You can also put wide strips of zest in a food processor and process it finely.


			

			If Life Gives You Lemons . . .


			If you need lemon zest for a recipe, but not the juice, you’ll be left with a naked lemon. What to do? Waste not, want not! Why not?


				• Stuff it into the cavity of a chicken before roasting, along with aromatics like rosemary and sage. This lends a tangy citrus flavor and keeps the meat moist.


				• Chop it into chunks, put them in a bowl, and cover liberally with granulated sugar. Scoop ½ cup of the lemon-sugar mixture into the bottom of a tall glass, add ice, and top with cranberry juice for a bracing summer cocktail.


				• Cut it into wedges and freeze for later use. Add the frozen wedges to a pot of homemade chicken soup or a pitcher of water to brighten the flavor.


				• Make lemon syrup by combining equal amounts lemon juice and sugar, heating the lemon juice gently in the microwave or on the stovetop to help the sugar melt. Add ice and gin for a cocktail, seltzer or water for lemonade.


				• Bleach a stain out of cotton by rubbing lemon juice and salt into it. Lemon juice is especially good for removing food stains.


					

					Recipe: Zesty Lemon Seasoning


					Fragrant, oily lemon rind enhances the flavor of both sweet and savory foods. For a seasoning that packs a punch, lemon pepper is the way to go on fish, fowl, fresh salads, and more. I love it sprinkled on cantaloupe chunks, or speared with slices of prosciutto or thin-cut ham, and it’s the ideal flavoring for roasted chicken.


					Makes about ½ cup


					6 lemons


					⅓ cup crushed black peppercorns 


					¼ cup kosher salt


					1. Preheat the oven to 200°F and line a baking sheet with parchment paper.


					2. Zest the lemons and set the zest aside.


					3. Grind the peppercorns coarsely, either in a pepper mill, a clean coffee grinder, or with a mortar and pestle.


					4. Mix the lemon zest and peppercorns together in a bowl, and then spread the mixture out on the prepared baking sheet. Bake until the zest is completely dried, about 25 to 30 minutes.


					5. Transfer the dried lemon-pepper mixture to a spice grinder, clean coffee grinder, or mortar and pestle, and grind until blended and finer in texture.


					6. Transfer the mixture to a small bowl, add the salt, and stir until well combined. Store in an airtight container for up to a month.
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					How to Juice a Lemon
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					The thickest, fattest, prettiest lemons often have the least juice, oddly enough. For the juiciest squeeze, look for thin-skinned lemons. You can tell because the exterior is actually smoother, almost a little translucent, not knobby and bumpy as it is with thick skins. 


					A lemon will yield, roughly, 3 to 4 tablespoons of juice, so if a recipe calls for “juice of 1 lemon,” you can feel safe squeezing whatever size you have at hand. A tablespoon more or less in a recipe is mainly about your own taste and it won’t do any harm. 


					1 Start with a lemon at room-temperature. If you’re taking a lemon straight from the fridge, soak it in hot tap water for 2 minutes or microwave it for 20 seconds. 
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					2 Wash the lemon in clear running water or soak it in a bowl of water and rinse. 
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					3 Using the palm of your hand, roll the lemon on a clean countertop or cutting board, pressing down as firmly as you can without popping the fruit. This bursts the individual cells, releasing the juices inside.
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					4 With a sharp chef’s knife, cut the lemon in half widthwise. 
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					5 Using a citrus reamer, if you have one, or a fork if you don’t, hold the lemon half over a bowl and twist the tool and the lemon half in opposite directions while squeezing. 
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					6 Once most of the juice is out, fold the lemon like a sandwich and squeeze with your hands. Insert the tool and scrape left to right inside the peel to get the last remaining juice. 
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					7 Strain the juice to remove seeds and any bits of fruit pulp that may have fallen into the bowl. 
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					How to Cut a Lemon Wedge Garnish


					For everything from cocktails to grilled fish, a lemon wedge is a must. Here’s how to cut presentation-ready lemon garnishes.


					1 Holding the lemon broadside against a cutting board, use a sharp chef’s knife to cut off the pointy ends, just enough to leave a clean, flat edge.


					2 Place one of the cut ends down on the cutting board and slice the lemon lengthwise, leaving two long halves.


					3 Lay one of the halves cut side down, peel-side up, on the cutting board, and cut it in half again, lengthwise. Repeat with the other half so that you have 4 long quarters.


					4 Cut each of the quarters in half again, lengthwise, slicing at a beveled angle.


					5 Slice off the outer ⅛ inch of membrane on each wedge. This will allow you to push the seeds out easily with your finger.


					6 To store, seal the wedges in an airtight container or zip-top bag and put them in the fridge. They can last up to 3 days.


					

					Recipe: Real Lemonade


					Fresh lemonade offers a lot of refreshing flavor in return for very little effort. The secret is simple syrup—a solution of sugar and water that mixes easily into cool drinks and eliminates the problem of undissolved sugar granules sinking to the bottom. You can make this same recipe with limes.


					Serves 4


					¾ cup granulated sugar


					¾ cup lemon juice (from 3 to 4 big, juicy lemons)


					1 cup ice


					1. In a small saucepan over medium-high heat, combine the sugar and ¾ cup water to create simple syrup. Stir occasionally until the sugar is dissolved.


					2. Combine the lemon juice and the simple syrup in a pitcher. Add the ice and 2 cups of cold water, using more or less depending on the strength you desire.


					3. Serve with lemon wedge garnishes (see How to Cut a Lemon Wedge Garnish) or keep in the refrigerator for up to a week.


					

					

						Arnold Who? 


						Down South, the mixture of iced tea with lemonade in equal proportions is called a Half and Half. Legend has it that Arnold Palmer, the famous American golfer, ordered this drink in a bar in Palm Springs circa 1960, and it became forever associated with him—thus the “Arnold Palmer.” Some people say an Arnold Palmer is actually a Half and Half with a jigger of vodka, so the nonalcoholic version is a “Virgin Palmer.” Replace the vodka with beer and you get a “Hard Palmer.”
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			How to Chop an Onion 


			(or, Basic Knife Skills)


			Next to washing dishes and toasting bread, chopping onions may be the most common task in the kitchen. Learn to do this cleanly and swiftly, and you’ll have mastered the foundation of many recipes.


			Slicing, dicing, and chopping onions (or anything) into uniform pieces isn’t just for show, it’s the only way to ensure even cooking. Otherwise, the small bits burn, and the big ones are nearly raw. Remember: Never, ever put an onion in the food processor; you’ll wind up with an unappetizing mush! To prepare, dampen a dish towel, spread it out on the countertop, and set a cutting board on it. This will prevent slips and cuts to your hands. Make sure your knife blade is very sharp and longer than the onion.


			1 Place the onion on the board and slice it down the middle vertically, through the root and stem. Lay each half cut-side down, and cut about ½ inch off of the stem end. Roughly peel both halves. Don’t be dainty—onions are cheap, and you don’t want peels in your food. Save all the trimmings to simmer for stock if you like. 
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			2 Working with one half, still cut-side down, make several small, vertical slices from the cut end toward the root end, but don’t cut all the way through. Leaving the end intact holds the onion together.
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			3 Rotate the onion half 90 degrees and crosscut, stopping just short of the root, making small slices that will result in a dice. Cut to the last ½ inch of the root and discard it. 
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			To mince: Use the same technique, but make three horizontal cuts as well, bracing the onion against your curled-under fingers (cutting toward the root) before rotating and crosscutting.


			To slice: Simply cut the onion halves into half-moons, and don’t crosscut.


			To chop coarsely: Quarter the onion and use a rocking motion to slice it into large chunks.
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			Chemical Warfare


			You’ve no doubt heard scores of old wives’ tales and “scientific” advice for slicing onions without tears. The most farfetched include holding a match between your teeth and actually chewing on a raw onion! The real trick is keeping irritants away from your face.


			When you slice an onion, you break cells, releasing what’s inside and allowing amino acid sulfoxides to form sulfenic acids. Enzymes once kept apart now mix together, producing syn-propanethial-S-oxide, a volatile sulfur compound that reacts with the water in your eyes to form sulfuric acid. The sulfuric acid burns, stimulating your eyes to release tears to wash away the irritant. Cooking renders the compound inactive, but here are some tips that will help with the burn:


				• Chill out: Less syn-propanethial-S-oxide evaporates from cold onions. Don’t freeze them, though—thawed onions are mushy.
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				• Use a knife that’s super sharp and at least twice as long as your onion. Long, smooth strokes do less cell-wall damage, releasing fewer gases.
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				• Once you’ve handled an onion, don’t touch your face. The sulfuric compound will irritate eyes, nose, and throat.
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				• Keep exposed cuts pointed away from you—the second you cut an onion in half, turn both halves face-down on the cutting board. Don’t peel the side you aren’t currently chopping.


				• Turn on your vent hood or place a small fan on the countertop, directed away from you. Fumes that can’t reach your face won’t irritate your eyes.


				In the Middle Ages, onions were used as wedding gifts.


				

				

					How do I get this smell off my hands?


					Second to tears, scented skin is the major drawback of handling onions. Here are some tips for overriding the odor:


					• Some swear by rubbing their hands on stainless steel (there are even patented “soaps” made of the metal). The theory goes that the metal’s self-restoring layer of chromium oxide, which protects its surface, prompts an oxygen exchange that might neutralize onion odor.


					• One tried and true method is to cut a lemon in half and rub it over your hands and nails.


					• Rub a handful of coffee beans over the fronts and backs of your hands, allowing the warmth of your skin to release their oils.


					• Soak your hands in a bowl of tomato juice for at least five minutes. It works for “deskunking” dogs, and it works with onions, too.


					• Rub your hands with baking soda. (Add a little moisture for the full effect.) It absorbs the odor and sloughs off the stinky cells from the skin’s surface.


				


		

		 
	

					Knife Basics


					Many of us are given, or we buy, a knife set at some point when setting up a kitchen, and it usually contains the basic knives you need:


					Paring knife. A 3-inch blade for small jobs such as peeling garlic. 
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					Utility knife. A slightly longer blade for bigger jobs like cutting up apples or slicing a cucumber into a salad bowl. 
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					Serrated knife. Ideal for cutting bread but is also useful for thinly slicing soft vegetables such as tomatoes.
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					Chef’s or cook’s knife. A large blade—usually 8 to 10 inches—for big chopping jobs. 


					Of the basic knives, the chef’s knife is the one you might want to buy separately to make sure you get a high-quality blade that suits your hand. 
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					The Chef Knife 


					The workhorse of the kitchen, the chef’s knife is typically between 8 and 12 inches long and falls into two categories: German, with a curve at the front allowing for a rocking motion, and French, a straight version that requires an up-and-down slicing motion. 
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					Blade. Usually made of high-carbon stainless steel. This strong metal helps maintain sharpness and prevents nicks in the blade.


					Handle. Usually wooden or plastic, though higher-tech versions are all steel, lowering the possibility of harboring bacteria and increasing durability.


					Heel. From the (blunt) end of the blade to the beginning of the handle. This is where you bear down with your palm when cutting through thick or hard foods.


					Tang. Located under the handle, this is the continuation of the blade’s steel all the way through the end of the knife.


					Rivets. The bolts that attach the handle to the tang. In good knives, they are smooth and do not protrude.


					Knife Skills


					Although you may teach yourself to chop well while holding your chef’s knife like it’s a hammer, what’s called a “pinch grip” allows for more control over whatever you’re hacking into bits with your chef’s knife. (It’s how the pros do it.) To start, pinch the top of the blade, near the handle, between your index finger and your thumb—use two fingers if it makes you feel better—and then wrap your remaining fingers loosely around the knife handle. 


					While precise measurements don’t matter as much in a home kitchen, the exact dimensions of various cuts are something culinary students are expected to learn—and replicate, over and over again. To cut into the fixed dimensions below, start by making whatever vegetable you’re using into a rectangle, and then go from there. 


					The American Culinary Federation gives exact dimensions for cuts as follows:


					Batonnet (long stick): ¼" by ¼" by 2.5"


					Large dice: ¾" cube

Medium dice: ½" cube


					Small dice: ¼" cube


					Brunoise: ⅛" cube


					Fine Brunoise: 1/16" cube


					Regular Julienne (or matchstick): ⅛" square by 2" strip


					Fine Julienne: 1/16" square by 2" strip


					Most cookbooks, however, use “chopped” or “diced” simply to mean that you should be cutting your vegetable or meat into uniform pieces. If every piece is exactly the same, you’ll have much better luck cooking your food evenly. 
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			How to Measure Flour
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			How important is measuring? Depends on what you’re making. You can be extremely casual with savory foods, because a few more tomatoes, extra garlic, and a couple added glugs of wine won’t break (and might make) a dish. Baking is a little different because of the chemical interaction of the wet and dry ingredients and the leavening agents. Pro bakers work solely by weight, but that’s too fussy for most home cooks. (Although, if you’re into precision, go get yourself a kitchen scale stat.) You can generally get very good results by adhering to the measurements in a baking recipe, using this simple technique.


			To get the most accurate quantities, liquid and dry ingredients should be measured using measuring cups designed for each. Here’s how to measure flour to ensure best results with all your baking recipes. Note that this technique should also be applied to measuring out all dry ingredients, such as teaspoons of spices, salt, sugar, baking powder, and baking soda.


			1 Dip a 1-cup dry measure into a container of flour and lift out an overflowing cupful.
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			2 Holding the measuring cup over the flour container, draw the flat (broad side) of a knife across the top of the cup to level it, letting the excess fall back into the container. 
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			3 Put the measured flour into your mixing bowl. Don’t shake the cup or it will settle the flour and make it denser.
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			It takes about 350 ears of wheat to make enough flour for a loaf of bread.


			

			The Pancake Primer


			A big platter heaped high with pancakes, edges crisp and golden, interiors fluffy and light—this is (almost) everyone’s fantasy breakfast. If you’ve resigned yourself to the heavy, slightly off-tasting pancakes you get from packaged mixes, you’ll be delighted to learn that tasty pancakes are just as easy to make without a mix! You’re rewarded with better flavor, fluffier texture, and the freedom to tweak and customize to your heart’s (stomach’s?) content.
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			Mile-High Cakes


			Buttermilk and baking soda are the ingredients responsible for making pancakes puff, but adding a little baking powder as a backup can help ensure a quick rise. The other secret to getting height is a slightly thick batter; runny batter makes delicious thin pancakes, but not thick, tall ones.


			

				

					What about waffles?


					The biggest difference between pancake and waffle batters is that, for waffles, the eggs must be separated and the whites beaten until soft peaks form. The beaten whites are then folded in at the very end, for a lighter, airier batter.


				


			

			Flour Arrangement


			Buckwheat flour imparts an almost sourdough-like flavor and is beloved by many pancake fans. Interestingly enough, buckwheat is not actually wheat, it’s a ground seed, and for pancakes it works best when mixed half and half with all-purpose flour. Whole-wheat flour also works best mixed with all-purpose, or the pancakes will be quite heavy and dense. To get more whole grains in your diet, however, there is another option: Whole-wheat pastry flour is so finely milled that it can take the place of all-purpose flour in many baked goods, such as pancakes, piecrusts, cookies, and quick breads (though not most cakes or yeast breads).


			Got Buttermilk?


			Most people don’t keep buttermilk on hand, so impromptu pancake breakfasts might find you scrambling for this key ingredient. Don’t panic—there’s an easy workaround: In a glass or ceramic cup (not a metal one), combine 1 cup milk and 1 tablespoon fresh lemon juice. Let it sit for ten minutes, and you’ll have a slightly thickened, acidic milk that can replace buttermilk in your recipe. You can also whisk ½ cup milk with ½ cup sour cream or plain yogurt to make 1 cup of buttermilk substitute for baking or cooking.


			Hot Hot Heat


			Regulating the heat for pancakes is a tricky business, but with experience, you will quickly get the hang of it. Electric griddles and skillets have thermostats that set the ideal temperature, but for stovetop cooking, heat a large cast-iron skillet or griddle over medium-high heat for several minutes. (It’s best not to heat a nonstick pan with nothing in it lest the coating be damaged.) The time-honored way to tell when the pan is hot enough is to sprinkle in a few drops of water off your fingertips. If the water bounces once or twice on the surface, the heat is ideal. If it sits and sizzles, it’s not hot enough; if it instantly evaporates without bouncing, the pan is too hot. Turn off the heat and cool the pan slightly before proceeding.


			The First Pancake


			The very first pancake is rarely perfect. Too much or too little oil or butter, a batter that is too thick or thin (adjust with a little more buttermilk or flour), or a pan that is too hot or too cold will all affect that first cake the most. The second pancake nearly always comes out better, so adjust whatever needs adjusting and eat the first one yourself (or share it with your kitchen helpers).


			Keeping the Cakes Warm


			If you’re cooking a casual breakfast for just a few loved ones, you might just plate them right from the pan, so family members can eat as you cook. If you prefer to serve them all at once, turn the oven on to its lowest setting, usually 175 or 180 degrees Fahrenheit, and set a large, ovenproof plate in the oven. As each pancake is cooked, transfer it to the plate; they’ll hold up well for up to about thirty minutes. The edges won’t be quite as crisp this way, but the pancakes will still be practically perfect when they come to the table, and you can’t beat the presentation!


			Flip Like a Pro


			If you’ve always admired people who can flip a pancake high and catch it effortlessly in the pan, know that the technique is mainly confidence. Once the first side is cooked, loosen the pancake with a spatula. Grasp the handle of the pan firmly (using a potholder if needed) and shake it back and forth a few times to make sure the pancake is loose. Then flip it upward with a sharp jerk of your wrist. Try to throw it high, a good 12 to 18 inches up. If you throw too low, you will end up with a pancake only half-flipped, folded back on itself, or caught on the edge of the pan.
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