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Introduction

			I had a cooking show When I was a kid. Looking out the kitchen window, I would address my imaginary television audience, explaining each step to building the perfect bologna sandwich: mayo on one piece of bread, mustard on the other, two slices of bologna, one piece of American cheese. My mother would yell up from the beauty shop in the basement of our house, “Matthew, who the hell are you talking to?” “My television audience,” I’d respond. Oddly, she seemed to accept that answer with no further questions.

			When I was growing up in the late 1970s and early ’80s, television was my guide to the world beyond our living room in Binghamton, New York. I loved watching everything on TV, but I especially loved cooking shows. Each episode—from Jacques Pépin to Floyd on Food to The Galloping Gourmet—was a master class, teaching me some new cooking style or technique and offering an introduction to an ingredient or dish that blew my mind. These were not the cooking contest reality shows of today, with chefs pitted against one another purely for entertainment value. The chefs on my childhood TV taught skills that gave me the confidence to try their dishes at home, all on my own. They convinced me that preparing any meal was easy as long as I had a little practice and a few techniques under my belt.

			This is where my love of cooking began—but to be honest, my love of the kitchen was already firmly established. My earliest and fondest memories took place there. It was the hub of activity, excitement, and fun, and home to the most delicious things. It’s where I learned about care, compassion, gossip, kitchen hierarchy, order, and, most important, the value of feeding people. It’s also where I experienced my parents’ two different cultures. My grandparents on both sides were immigrants to the United States, raising families in a new world while holding on to old-world traditions. My Czech father was one of three children. My Eastern European grandparents’ kitchen always smelled of dill. Meals there featured dishes like goulash, halupki (stuffed rolled cabbage), kielbasa, and all sorts of pickles. My mom is one of eleven in a large Italian family. Her side dominated my upbringing, which naturally influenced the food on our table for everyday meals and celebrations with the extended family. It was the Italian kitchen, with big pots of red sauce, meatballs, baked Parms, lasagna, and endless bowls of pasta, that shaped my culinary world.

			I also spent much of my childhood in my aunt’s diner, Laura’s Luncheonette; the smell of grilled corn muffins, eggs, and home fries dominates those memories. My uncle Tony had a bar (aptly called Uncle Tony’s) that served Italian American–style lunches: lasagna and eggplant Parm, of course, along with the standard bar fare of chicken wings (it was upstate New York, after all) and draft beer. Years later, Tony owned a classic Italian red sauce pasta and pizza joint, where I bused tables as a teenager. Somehow, I managed to charm the kitchen’s bulldog of a chef, Nocci, enough to con the occasional veal Parm out of him.

			Not long after my stint as a busboy, I went to college in Rochester to study photography. By my second year, I had my first apartment and was thankfully no longer reliant on the RIT cafeteria gruel. Living on my own, I began to put my cooking chops to the test, honing the skills and knowledge I had gained from those early cooking shows and trying my hand at the Italian dishes I had watched my mother and aunts make so often. Because I was on a tight budget, being clever and crafty was key. This is when my obsession with kitchen thrift and economy really came into play.

			During a study-abroad college year in Austria, I spent most of my time traveling, or I should say eating, my way through Europe. After graduation, I moved to New York City to embark on a photo career. Early assignments from food, travel, and lifestyle magazines sent me around the world. Every time I got to work with chefs and food stylists, I was very much a dedicated student—studying, observing, and picking up the tricks of the trade. I gained a solid working knowledge of techniques and preparations and a familiarity with ingredients of all kinds. I met some of my heroes along the way, including my first TV teacher, Jacques Pépin, and the legendary Alain Ducasse, and developed a lifelong habit of bringing food souvenirs home with me to share my travel experiences and re-create memorable meals for my friends and family. 

			Around the same time, Yolanda and I got married. She had a hectic day job as a magazine editor, and we both needed a place to escape from the grind when we weren’t working. We craved fresh air and open space where we could pause, think, and create. After a few summer rentals, I had a chance discovery while on assignment for GQ in Sullivan County, in upstate New York. We found and bought what would eventually become the Wm Brown Farm, in a very isolated spot at the end of a dirt road in the middle of 130 acres (53 ha). That decision was clearly a reaction to our cramped, crowded city life. We began spending more and more time upstate, where we had few distractions other than nature, our own thoughts and inspirations, and time spent with visiting friends and family.

			Living at the Wm Brown Farm began in stages. When we first bought the property, there was no house to speak of—just a 1960s mobile home (that we quickly disposed of) and a big red barn that looked like the Fisher-Price toy I played with as a kid. We bought a 1971 Airstream from the classifieds in the local Binghamton paper, restored its interior in my mom’s driveway, and brought it down to the farm. We lived in the Airstream seasonally until winter, when the hose from the well would freeze. A couple of years later, we built what started out as a bathhouse (we were sick of bathing in the pond!) and quickly turned into a one-room cabin. During this time, every meal was cooked on a Weber charcoal grill. The fridge was plugged in at the barn, and we made coffee in a vintage Braun coffee maker from the thrift store.
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			Life at the cabin was simple, as were the meals prepared there. Things got more complicated when Yolanda got pregnant with our daughter, Clara. We decided that we should probably build a proper house, one with more living space and a true working kitchen. It was around this time, during my years shooting for Wallpaper magazine, that I met the Austrian architect/designer Oskar Kaufmann. I was on assignment to photograph the magazine’s featured case-study house, a prefab four-story townhouse with a plunge pool on the roof. I watched in amazement as the house, which was delivered in pieces to an old munitions factory in Milan, was completely built in about six hours.

			Oskar and I hit it off after the many panini and glasses of wine we shared while watching his project come to life. Fast-forward a couple of years, after an expectant Yolanda and I flew to Austria for a design meeting, and four shipping containers and four carpenters arrived from Austria to the farm upstate. In four days, the structure was built, and in four months, we were cooking our first meals in the kitchen.
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			When I was thinking about how to design the house at the Wm Brown Farm, it was a given that the kitchen would be the nucleus of the space. We created an open floor plan with the kitchen in the center. Beyond taking nature walks, hunting and fishing, foraging for flowers and wild edibles, and flea marketing, the activity we engage in most when we are upstate is meal planning. Breakfast, lunch, and dinner are discussed in detail every morning over coffee.

			This book is a collection of the meals that have sprung from those conversations, over the course of many years. When Clara was born, I had big plans to write down the recipes I grew up with, to record and preserve them for her in a way that my mother and her sisters did not. Their recipes stayed in their heads, and, sadly, most of them are gone now. While I have never been much of a journal writer, I was inspired by a vintage blank book with Favorite Recipes printed in script on the green cloth cover, a gift from Yolanda years ago. With Clara’s help, I started filling the empty pages of that book, writing out lists of the meals we were eating and detailing the specifics of each dish. Before long, I had the makings of a collection of recipes not only for Clara but also for our extended family and friends, visitors to the farm, and others who live well beyond it.

			That collection became this book, and my hope is that it will function for you in the way that cooking shows did for me when I was a child. I am sure that I am more like you—an enthusiastic and eager home cook—than a professional chef. With that in mind, I encourage you to think of these recipes as blueprints for you to veer from as you develop your own culinary point of view. By following the steps of each, you may pick up a new technique or two, or discover a new flavor profile or combination of ingredients. In the process, you might then create something that is personal to you. If you like more garlic than I use in a particular recipe, by all means, add more. If you want to dial down the spiciness of a dish, just do it. This book is about giving you the confidence to take control over what comes out of your kitchen, and to take great pleasure and pride in doing so.

			Above all, this book is about simple, straightforward, satisfying food to cook and share with others. There are no hard-and-fast rules here. You won’t need complicated, expensive gadgets and equipment—just some good pots and pans and a reliably sharp knife. Invest in the best you can afford, and the result will be greater satisfaction in the kitchen. Similarly, I encourage buying the best ingredients. Don’t skimp on quality. You owe it to yourself, the people you cook for, and the purveyors who produce your food.

			The truth is, there’s no magic pill that will make you a good cook. Having chops in the kitchen simply requires passion, patience, thoughtfulness, attention, and a constant desire to cook and eat.


		
				
Everything Must Go

			I hate waste of all kinds, but I hate kitchen waste the most. In my kitchen, I save things that many people normally throw away, from celery tops, onion skins, and parsley stems to fish spines and heads and chicken skins and bones. These scraps get turned into flavorful stocks, soups, and sauces. Old bread gets blitzed into crumbs to toast and sprinkle over pasta or mix into meatballs. I learned the skill of kitchen economizing from my grandparents. They lived through the Great Depression, and they understood the value of not tossing out anything that could be turned into something substantive and delicious. My grandparents’ valuable lessons in the kitchen especially come in handy when I’m in a part of the world where food items are not readily available or are prohibitively expensive. Years ago, I rented a house on Chebeague Island, off the coast of Maine, accessible only by ferry. Getting around on the island was mostly by bike. Food shopping was limited to a small general store that was restocked infrequently. We could rely on a daily delivery of fresh lobsters and cherrystone and littleneck clams for steaming, but finding fresh vegetables regularly was a different story. We rationed and saved everything. Vegetable trimmings, like bits of celery and onion, wilted lettuce, and soft carrots, were added to leftover clam broth to make chowder for lunch. Pretty much any unblemished bit of food that was almost ready for the compost or the trash, or what I like to call a “must-go,” was repurposed. Must-gos include anything from wilted greens, mushroom stems, and errant tomatoes to halved pieces of leftover sausage and chicken. A must-go can be added to eggs for a frittata, sautéed to make sauces, stirred into filling for tacos, or simmered in boiling water for a delicious broth. This is the modus operandi for most of my weekend meal planning on the Wm Brown Farm: I try to think ahead from one meal to the next, challenging myself to put the scraps to gloriously good (re)use.

			My must-go approach was adopted not just from my grandparents but also from Jacques Pépin. I admire him—a lot. (Yes, I have a man crush on him.) He is the chef who made the earliest impression on me, and I learn something new whenever I pick up one of his cookbooks or watch his videos. His book Fast Food My Way includes one of the simplest, most satisfying, and unsexiest-sounding recipes, Instant Vegetable Soup—aka “refrigerator soup.” It’s a must-go masterpiece, using everything in the fridge that’s on its way out—bits of lettuce, an ear of corn, a few mushrooms, and so on. Jacques makes his soup with water, but I use chicken stock for extra flavor. A grated onion and salt, pepper, and garlic are always a good starting point, then you just toss everything you want into the soup. Heat through and serve with toasted or grilled bread rubbed with garlic and topped with good butter. It has all the makings of an afternoon lunch or early dinner my grandparents would appreciate and devour as readily as I do.
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A Well-Stocked Pantry

			Having a country house miles away from any type of market has inspired me to build out a well-stocked pantry. When I arrive at the house late at night, it’s comforting to know that I have options on hand for a quick-fire meal, as well as for any occasion, new recipe, or emergency situation. That means that even without a real plan, there will still be a satisfying meal ahead—as long as there is a bottle of wine, a glass of whiskey, or a cold beer around, and Negroni fixings, of course. I stock my pantry with the following:

			In the Cabinet

			
					Dried herbs and spices, in whole and powdered varieties (black and white peppercorns, cumin, turmeric, ginger, rosemary, bay leaves, cayenne, chili powder, oregano, curry powder, and blends like herbes de Provence, five-spice, garlic salt, pickling spice, Old Bay, Bell’s Seasoning, other specialty blends from Greece, Mexico, and the Caribbean)

					Dried chiles, mushrooms (porcini, morels), beans and legumes (black beans, white navy beans, kidney beans, chickpeas, lentils)

					Salts (coarse, kosher, a flaky salt like Maldon and smoked Maldon, Himalayan pink, fine black Hawaiian) 

					Jarred: jams, honey, molasses, chutneys, Patak’s curry pastes and pickles, roasted peppers, pepperoncini, capers in brine and salt

					Canned tomatoes (whole and crushed); beans and legumes (red, white, black, chickpeas); sauerkraut

					Breadcrumbs, including panko 

					Tubed pastes (anchovy, tomato, wasabi, harissa) 

					Tinned fish and shellfish (the best tuna, sardines, anchovies, Spanish or Italian varieties; clams, mussels) 

					Pasta (the best Italian-made varieties in the markets, usually Rummo [which also makes the best gluten-free pasta], De Cecco, Barilla, Di Martino) 

					Flours (unbleached all-purpose flour, gluten-free King Arthur flour, rice flour, almond flour) 

					Grains: rice (long-grain, Arborio, jasmine); oats 

					Nuts (almonds, walnuts, pecans, pistachios) 

					Oils (olive, grapeseed, avocado, peanut) 

					Vinegars (red wine, white wine, sherry, rice, champagne, distilled white)

					Stocks and broths, in cans or cartons

					Specialty gourmet stuff like green peppercorns

					Snacks (mostly heirloom varieties of popcorn, potato chips, tortilla chips, crackers, rice cakes)

					Coffee and Nespresso

			

			
In the Refrigerator

			
					Fresh produce, including onions, shallots, and garlic, always 

					Local eggs

					Butter (salted and unsalted)

					Relish

					Pickles

					Hot sauces (Texas Pete, Frank’s RedHot, Sriracha, Caribbean scotch bonnet)

					Worcestershire sauce

					Ketchup (Heinz only)

					Mustards

					Mayo (Duke’s, always. I prefer its texture and flavor to Hellmann’s, and I find Miracle Whip too sweet.)

					Lemons, limes, or oranges for emergency cocktail purposes upon arrival

					Blocks of pecorino and Parmesan cheese

					Jarred chopped garlic

					Olives (green, without pimiento)

					Tonic water for cocktails

					Beer

			

			In the Freezer

			The standard kitchen pantry is important for the staples mentioned above, but on the farm, the freezer is a much more valuable asset for my cooking. Besides ice, martini glasses, and cold gin, I always have the following:

			
					Pork products:
					
							 Bacon

							 Hocks (for beans and soups)

							 Chops

							 Sausages

							 Hot dogs 

			

		

					Produce bought at the height of abundance at the farmers’ market (sweet corn, green beans, peas, and sliced or cut fruit, with pits removed before freezing)

					Foraged seasonal favorites like blueberries or ramps

					Chicken wings and other chicken parts for stock

					Beef bones for stock

					Pizza dough

					Homemade stocks (chicken, beef, fish, and vegetable), in quart (1 L) containers

					
Pesto, stored in freezer bags, to be unearthed in the dead of winter

					Whole pieces of fresh ginger (it grates easier when frozen)

					
Dumplings (pork and vegetable varieties)

					French fries

					Shrimp

					Ice cream (including dark chocolate Klondike bars, always on hand for late-night cravings)

					Gin
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			In the Chest Freezer

			I have a couple of chest freezers in the barn that are essential for overflow from hunting and fishing season. There you will find:

			
					Wild game (venison, ducks, pheasants) 

			

			
					Things I’ve bought in bulk at a good price, like pork butts and whole chickens

					Even more ice for cocktails

			

			In the Dessert Pantry

			I don’t go out of my way to prepare dessert from scratch (with a few exceptions), but I do keep a few delicious items around as quick solutions when cravings strike, whether I’m alone or we have guests:

			
					Dried figs and dates

			

			
					Chocolate, dark and milk—like Lindt. These days, you don’t need to buy chocolates from duty-free shops in Geneva (although if you are there, Swiss chocolates are the best). It’s easy to find Lindt dark chocolate with sea salt at any grocery, deli, or drugstore.

					Mandarin oranges, in season

					Walnuts or roasted almonds

					Trader Joe’s chocolate-covered almonds or dark chocolate peanut butter cups

					Dark chocolate–dipped candied orange slices

					Italian cookies (like sweet taralli)

			

			
			
Why I Buy Organic

			I’m not going to make any sweeping political or philosophical statements about organic foods. For me, organic just tastes better. I’ve done the side-by-side taste test prompted by my Northern Californian wife’s insistence on buying only organic to feed our daughter, Clara, when she was born. I have to admit, I was skeptical, and argued about how much more expensive organic foods were. But she was right. Now, even though my priorities are focused on supporting local farmers’ markets and purveyors upstate, when I am in a supermarket, I buy organic, particularly when it comes to vegetables and dairy. You can take my word for it or try the taste test for yourself: For your next Bloody Mary or chicken wing night, get some organic and nonorganic celery, taste them side by side, and then decide.
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	At Your Service

			I spend a fair amount of time thinking about presentation and table setting, like which plates and silver to use (I have collections of vintage Scandinavian and French bistro tableware to choose from). When I was a kid, we used paper napkins at most meals, except on holidays. These days, I use cloth napkins only, even with the messiest, most informal meals at the farm. No paper or plastic plates, either. I just prefer the feel of ceramic plates, metal flatware, glass cups, and cloth napkins in my hands. 

			I also put a little extra time and energy into the table setting, including serving bowls and platters, candleholders, and vases and other containers for flowers. I want the overall look to feel considered and, most of all, beautiful. These styling details are a logical follow-through after preparing a meal from start to finish in the kitchen. 

			Finally, the plating. The food should be arranged in a thoughtful way. Nothing too precious or fancy. No need for dollops, drizzles, or swirls of sauce. Plates should be served with clean edges. It takes two seconds to wipe down the rim of a plate when a sauce or gravy leaves its mark, and it makes such a difference in the final presentation. I have witnessed this careful service from restaurants of all kinds, from my aunt’s diner upstate to Michelin-starred cafés. We owe it to ourselves and the people we are feeding to be proud of what we are serving and approach that service in an artful way, not only on holidays but every day. A simple gesture goes a long way.

			

			
			
Shop Talk

			Don’t be shy about asking questions of your favorite butcher, fishmonger, or purveyor. Being curious is crucial to learning about and enjoying the products they sell. Likewise, get in the habit of talking to people in lines at butcher shops, farmstands, fish markets, and anywhere else you shop. I like to listen to other people’s orders, and usually I ask them what they are making. This has helped me walk away with ideas for a new way to cook a meal or incorporate something out of the ordinary. You may choose a different blend of meat next time you make meatballs thanks to the good advice you got in line. I’ve discovered lots of previously unfamiliar (and now favorite) foodstuffs this way. This is also a good practice at any watering hole or restaurant. Talk to the bartender or sommelier, ask them what they are making, opening, serving, or drinking, what they like at the moment, what seems especially great tasting or a bargain. I have rarely been led down the wrong path by a pro who loves what they’re doing. (The same goes for auto mechanics, but that’s another book.)
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Kitchen Equipment

			Over the years, I’ve amassed a sizable collection of kitchen equipment at the farm, from restaurant supply stores, thrift shops, and flea markets around the world. I’ve purchased knives and copper pans (often one at a time, as I could afford them) from my favorite chefs’ shop in Paris, E.Dehillerin. I have rescued ancient, perfectly seasoned cast-iron pots and pans from nearby abandoned houses. To this day, I continue to search out enameled cast-iron pans by Le Creuset in Salvation Army stores, junk shops, and discount outlets. No Pyrex measuring cup (of any size) is safe from my clutches at a garage sale.

			This wasn’t always the case. My first apartment, on the Upper West Side of Manhattan, had a two-burner Pullman kitchen. Yet with just one sauté pan and a 4-quart (4 L) lidded pot, I managed to make many complex, delicious, memorable meals there. As I started to experiment and develop my skills with a larger variety of recipes, I moved to apartments with bigger, better kitchens, acquiring gadgets and appliances that I thought were necessary, beyond the basics. Think French trussing needles for chickens, micro wasabi graters, all kinds of pepper grinders, butchering cleavers, oyster knives, crêpe pans, double boilers, copper bowls (for whipping egg whites), and every type of vegetable peeler you can imagine.

			Any kitchen can certainly operate on a short list of good equipment; however, I am all for the upcycling of this gear. Many of my favorite pots, roasting dishes, and mixing bowls were once owned by someone’s granny. Once you establish a strong base, you can add cooking thermometers, scales, and countertop equipment that plugs in. Here’s what I recommend as a baseline:

			
					
Good knives. Nothing will make your life easier in the kitchen than a good-quality knife that keeps a sharp edge and is well balanced, to get through a garlic clove, an onion, or a carrot and help you break down a whole chicken (which is more economical than buying parts). I have at least a dozen knives of varied sizes for different purposes, from filleting to paring, but I cannot live without my 8-inch (20 cm) chef’s knife. Buy the best chef’s-style knife you can afford, in a size that is manageable for you.

					
Pans. I have two ceramic nonstick skillets (8 inches/20 cm and 12 inches/30 cm) that make cleanup easier for sticky foods like eggs and fish. For steak, burgers, roast chicken, or even home fries, I recommend a 12-inch (30 cm) seasoned cast-iron pan. For sautéeing, I generally use stainless pans from All-Clad.
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Pots. An 8-quart (8 L) stockpot and another (even bigger) one should suffice for soups, pasta, and lobsters. I have stainless steel pots and enameled cast-iron Dutch ovens that I can pop in the oven for a braise.

					
Rimmed baking sheets. These used to be called cookie sheets and are often referred to as sheet pans. Regardless of the name, they are a must for roasting vegetables, meatballs, making chicken wings, baking focaccia—and yes—even the occasional cookie. And, of course, for holding steaks and sausages for every #meatpic.

					
Casserole dishes. I have multiple new and vintage casserole dishes made of glass, ceramic, and stainless steel, in every possible dimension. They are truly multipurpose.

					
Kitchen miscellany. This includes strainers, measuring cups, mixing bowls, wooden and stainless spoons, whisks, spatulas, slotted b, tongs, and more. I love IKEA for a lot of the basics; the quality is good, and the price is always right. None of these gadgets need to be expensive. A Microplane zester and a mandoline are life changers, the former for zesting citrus and finely grating a hard Parmesan and the latter for getting paper-thin shavings of potatoes, fennel, and other vegetables.

			

			

			
Plug-Ins

			I spend a lot of time doing things by hand in the kitchen, like mincing and slicing. When there is tedious work to be done, however, electricity is your friend. I will not suffer whipping, chopping, dicing, kneading, or blending if I can do it with the help of a machine that plugs in. I use a mini chopper or a large food processor to make everything from pesto to piecrust; a KitchenAid stand mixer for heavy-duty mixing, with separate pasta and meat grinder attachments; a hand mixer for whipping; a standing blender (not just for frozen drinks); and an immersion blender, which I highly recommend for pureeing soups and sauces in the vessel they are cooked in, which cuts down on clean-up.

			I am also a big fan of the slow cooker, what my mom simply called the Crock-Pot. I lean heavily on this “set it and forget it” device for flawless, hearty, slow-cooked dishes like braised pork shoulder. And I recently fell head over heels for the electric pressure cooker, which allows me to be spontaneous about cooking dried legumes like chickpeas or red beans without having to soak them overnight. It is also terrific for one-pot meals like chili. Before I discovered the plug-in version, the stories of exploding old-school stovetop models scared the shit out of me—no thanks! Slow cookers and pressure cookers both work their magic without the use of the stove or oven, which gives me peace of mind. I can put a pork shoulder in the slow cooker in the evening and let it cook overnight without worrying about leaving my gas oven on. I also have a couple of specialized electric cooking devices like an ice cream maker and a sous vide bath. I do not use them often, but when I need them, they are within easy reach.

			I’ve also owned a couple of inexpensive deep fryers. Honestly, my last one came from my mom, who won it in a casino giveaway. I like that these machines feature fry baskets and gauges for the most accurate cooking temperatures. I use them primarily to cook frozen french fries. Slicing and forming your own fries is very time-consuming and often disappointing, so I opt instead for organic frozen varieties at the supermarket, either white or sweet potato, and cook them in the oven or my electric deep-fat fryer (my secret weapon). It’s easier and far less tedious than cutting and deep-frying potatoes on the stovetop. I heat peanut oil in the machine to 375°F (190°C) and drop the frozen fries in. Delicious, every time.
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