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INTRODUCTION

Whether you’re living in your first apartment with a group of friends, the first place of your own, or a forever home that you’ve been working toward for years, it will have a kitchen, and the kitchen is always the center of it all. It’s where you’ll be alone with your coffee and together with roommates, friends, and family—cooking, eating, and living.

However, if you’re reading this book, chances are you are a total beginner when it comes to stocking and cooking in your kitchen. You know that the better equipped your kitchen is to take on the tasks of cooking and entertaining, the better it will be at making you happy, but perhaps you have no idea how to get started.

The good news is: the basics of a well-stocked and smooth-running kitchen are essentially the same for seasoned cooks and culinary novices. Everyone needs the basics, and in this book, you’ll learn what they are, why you need them, and how to use them—whether your starter kitchen is a tiny shared space, a more “grown-up” kitchen with some extra room for storage and cooking, or a forever home kitchen you’re simply too overwhelmed to tackle. Moreover, to make it as simple as possible for you to begin your starter kitchen journey, this book is divided into sections that cover each of these three kinds of kitchens.

The first section pertains mostly to kitchens that may have limited space for storage, prep, and cooking, like a kitchen in a college or postgrad apartment that you may or may not share with roommates. Even if you have a larger kitchen, however, you’ll want to read this section if you consider yourself to be an absolute novice when it comes to stocking and cooking in your kitchen. In this section, you can expect to find tips for assembling a baseline collection of must-have kitchen gear and pantry essentials, divvying up initial purchases among the people you may live with, creatively organizing food storage space, and managing ongoing kitchen-related expenses. You’ll also find the steps to basic and essential cooking techniques as well as several easy recipes that are perfect for beginner cooks who might be working in small spaces.

Building on what the first section covers, the second section of this book speaks to any newbie cook who may have a slightly larger kitchen but might not be settled into their forever home just yet. This section gives you all the info you need regarding additional kitchen gear and a more expansive pantry that you can use in this kind of space, clever storage ideas, more essential cooking techniques, and recipes with which you can flex your newfound kitchen skills. In this section, you’ll also find tips for getting the most out of a wedding registry if you have one.

The third section of this book covers all the essentials for stocking and cooking in an even larger kitchen space—one that is likely part of your forever home. If you’re working in this kind of kitchen, you may feel overwhelmed with all the possibilities of what you need (and don’t need) for this space, but don’t fret! This section will help you get smart about long-term kitchen storage and organization, as well as great gear to add, when your space—and maybe even your family—has expanded.

Above all, this book is meant to get your kitchen—whichever one you’re in—up and running, and to get you cooking in it. Think of these pages as the foundation you need to go from “Where do I start?” to “Come on over, I’ll make us dinner.” And after you’re done reading it, rather than looking at glossy cookbooks and food magazines just for fun, you’ll be deciding which recipes you want to make from their pages. Instead of just imagining cooking for yourself and inviting people over for dinner, you’ll be doing it, knowing that you and your kitchen are up to the task.


Note: All cooks are welcome here! The gear, ingredients, and recipes in this book come from my own cooking experience, which is Western leaning, and is merely one way to cook in a world of amazing options. So if the suggested gear or ingredients differ from the ones that are essential to the way you cook, please swap yours in, and join me in the kitchen!
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PART 1 FOR A SMALL OR FIRST KITCHEN


Whether you’re living in a college apartment you share with roommates or have your own personal kitchen space for the very first time, the prospect of stocking and comfortably working in a potentially small or crowded kitchen may seem intimidating, if not unrealistic—especially if you consider yourself to be challenged in the cooking department. But as this section will teach you, arming yourself with some basic and necessary gear, pantry items, organizational tips, techniques, and recipes will put you in command of your kitchen in no time. It will empower you to make delicious food with confidence, including the world’s best granola, a perfect vinaigrette, and single-serve frittatas that you can eat for either dinner or breakfast on the go (the recipes for which are provided at the end of this section). I’ve also provided a handy checklist at the end of each section that you can mark up and tear out. It includes all of the must-have gear and pantry essentials, so you can keep track of what you have and what you need. These lists make shopping and planning in the brick-and-mortar world or online soooo easy. Use them!








MUST-HAVE GEAR
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This list of gear for a small or first starter kitchen is not short, but it is a comprehensive rundown of essentials, and you will use these things in every kitchen, always, no matter what! It’s the bare-bones list, so to speak. All kitchens will start here and build on this list as your space (and cooking chops!) expands.


	dinnerware

	flatware

	glassware

	mugs

	chef’s knife

	paring knife

	serrated knife

	cutting boards

	nonstick pans

	saucepan with lid

	large pot and stockpot with lids

	rimmed baking sheet

	cooling rack

	baking dishes

	large lightweight bowl

	
mixing bowls

	measuring cups and spoons

	glass storage containers with lids

	utensil holder

	vegetable peeler

	box grater

	whisk

	wooden spoon

	spatula

	rubber scraper

	spring-loaded tongs

	ladle

	slotted spoon

	offset spatula

	pepper mill

	corkscrew and can opener

	meat thermometer

	salad spinner

	colander and handheld strainer

	muffin tin/cupcake tin

	coffee maker and kettle

	coffee grinder

	toaster and/or toaster oven

	kitchen linens




In addition to the well-known online and brick-and-mortar shopping options, there are unexpected places to find amazing kitchen gear. The above list includes (but is in no way limited to) thrift stores, outlet shops, estate sales, specialty cookware stores (especially good for testing out and buying knives and specialized gear), restaurant supply stores, homeware giants like IKEA, and family and friends who are looking to downsize. It’s also wise to consult consumer review sites when you’re narrowing down your options before making a purchase. For affordable cabinet and pantry organization, stores like Target and IKEA are good sources for baskets, bins, and trays in many shapes, sizes, and styles.



DINNERWARE

When it comes to purchasing dinnerware for your starter kitchen, go simple, sturdy, and neutral. Bold patterns and unusual colors may look like fun, but neutral colors are easy to mix and match and you won’t mind looking at them at breakfast, lunch, and dinner for years to come. You’ll also need plates and bowls in a few different sizes. Consider buying dinnerware in sets, which usually include a dinner plate, a salad plate, and a bowl. Don’t spend a lot, as chipping and breaking are par for the course. For a low-level commitment to trendy or clever design, or just to have a few extra plates on hand, try dessert plates—you’ll only use them occasionally, so the plates and their appeal will last longer.

FLATWARE (FORKS, SPOONS, AND KNIVES FOR EATING)

Simple and sturdy wins the race here, too. With regard to style, go with your gut. If you love traditional, choose a pattern that skews that way. Do likewise if you have a modern sensibility. Just remember that as is the case with dinnerware, it’s best to avoid unusual styles and colors for a primary set of flatware—a few years down the line you might not be that into the look anymore. If you choose flatware that’s fairly neutral it will also be easier to replace missing forks and spoons (and they really do go missing—e.g., they accidentally get thrown away) or add more. Flatware is usually sold as sets—a dinner fork, a salad fork, a soupspoon, a teaspoon, and a knife—which generally are an economical option. You also need a set of steak knives if you ever want to eat pork chops, a roast, or of course a steak. You don’t need to go high-end, but look for substantial blades that you can imagine using to cut into a piece of steak.

GLASSWARE

Twelve ounces is a good, versatile glass size that you can use for most drinks—from water to iced coffee to even some cocktails. It’s also helpful to have both larger and smaller options. A pint glass is great for a beer or a smoothie, for example. Small glasses are nice for juice, and can stand in for wineglasses when you want to be casual. If cabinet space is tight, choose glasses that stack, as stacking can cut your glassware footprint in half. Look for thick, heavy-duty glasses when purchasing your glassware. They will last much longer than anything thin or delicate.


MUGS

As you well know, mugs come in many, many varieties. There are the cool glass double-walled kinds that can be pricey, as well as average mugs that match your dinnerware or have a trendy design or something funny printed on them. All are good. However, unless you love drinking very large quantities of your favorite hot beverage at a fairly fast clip, don’t buy oversize mugs. They might look all cozy and cute, but that huge hot coffee will likely get cold long before you can finish it. Plus, giant mugs take up a lot of precious cabinet real estate.

ADDITIONAL KNIVES FOR COOKING

If you were to only purchase one knife to use while cooking in your starter kitchen, make it a chef’s knife. A good one is an investment, and it will be an indispensable tool that you will use for a lifetime of cooking. When shopping for a chef’s knife, look for one that feels balanced and good in your hand, and is built to last. Ideally, buy one at a store that will let you hold the knives you’re interested in, so you can feel them in your hand, and even try a few to chop real food. A good knife should feel like an extension of your hand. In terms of size, while a twelve-inch blade is standard in professional kitchens, it would be overkill for home cooks, not to mention intimidating! An eight- or ten-inch chef’s knife is ideal for home cooking.

Even though you may be able to get by with just a chef’s knife, it is very helpful to have two other knives on hand: a paring knife for smaller jobs (think halving cherry tomatoes or cutting the tops off of strawberries) and a serrated knife for foods that are hard on the outside and soft on the inside (like a crusty loaf of bread or a bagel). Serrated knives are also excellent for slicing citrus and tomatoes, and for cutting cakes.

If you have a nice knife (or knives), think about where and how to store it in your kitchen. If you plan to keep it in a kitchen drawer, one inexpensive option is a knife guard. It’s basically a plastic sheath that keeps the blade in good condition and protects your hands from sharp edges. It also allows you to transport the knife safely if you want to take it to a picnic, for example, or when it’s time to move. Knife blocks and magnetic knife holders are also great options. Both will require a bit more of an investment in money as well as effort (installation of the magnetic knife holder) or space (the knife block).

One last consideration is upkeep. To take proper care of your knives, you’ll need a steel for honing and a stone for sharpening them. Ask the salesperson at a cookware store to show you how it’s done, or look online for video demos.


Tip: If you’re shopping for kitchen gear with roommates, split up the pricey, last-a-lifetime items on this list so each person buys and owns whichever sturdy, long-lasting pieces they want, like a great knife or an awesome saucepan. Then share the cost of everything else in whatever way you want. The idea is that someday, when you all go your separate ways, there won’t be drama about who keeps the great knife and who gets stuck with the chipped plates.



CUTTING BOARDS

Get two cutting boards: one for raw meat and strongly flavored ingredients like onions and garlic that you plan to cook, and another for fresh fruit and vegetables that you’re not going to cook. Here’s why: for food safety purposes, even though you can wash a board after using it, it’s still better to use a separate board for raw meat, fish, and poultry to avoid cross-contamination of harmful bacteria in raw meats. Taste is also a factor—when you chop garlic and onions, no matter how well you wash the board, traces of those flavors remain. Anyone for a hint of onion in their fruit salad? So, garlic, onions, and meat you’ll be cooking go on one board, and fresh produce on another.

Additionally, look for boards with a no-slip feature (which are usually the plastic ones). It’s also nice to have one larger board and a smaller one. Some cutting boards even come with a gravy groove, which is great to catch the juices when you’re slicing cooked meat or chicken or ripe tomatoes.

In a small space, or in any space for that matter, cutting boards can double as serving trays. Lay a folded sheet of parchment paper on top of the board and voilà, it becomes the perfect platter for cheeses, appetizers, or snacks. Bonus: the parchment paper lends a finished look and makes for supereasy cleanup.


NONSTICK PANS

Nonstick skillets (aka frying pans) and sauté pans are lifesavers on the stovetop. To clear up any confusion, a sauté pan has straight sides, and a skillet has curved or slanted sides. These pans are for cooking everything from eggs to asparagus to pork chops, and the nonstick surface makes it so easy, which is why they’re good first pans to own. Before you buy, check for restrictions on heat level (some pans are only safe to use on medium-low heat, and no hotter; others can withstand higher heat, which you need for searing or browning food). Having both an eight- to ten-inch pan, for small jobs like frying an egg, as well as a twelve- to fourteen-inch pan so you could make spaghetti carbonara for a crowd, will cover pretty much everything. Stainless steel pans are great, too, but they don’t have the ease of nonstick, and high-quality pans can be expensive. Ideally, as you build your kitchen, it’s best to have at least one nonstick pan and one heavy, high-quality stainless steel pan. Any pan you choose should also have a lid (for keeping heat and moisture in the pan) and oven-friendly handles. Plastic and wood cannot go in the oven.

SAUCEPAN WITH LID

The ideal saucepan to start with is a small to medium one (two to three quarts). You can use it for cooking rice and grains, making sauces, and steaming veggies. Choose a saucepan that’s heavy (stainless steel if possible), with a thick bottom, and you’ll have it for life.


LARGE POT AND STOCKPOT WITH LIDS

This could be anything from a six- to eight-quart pot, as well as a larger eight- to twelve-quart, or larger, stockpot, when you can fit it in your kitchen. You’ll use these pots to boil pasta, make soup, or cook chili. The larger stockpot comes in handy when you need to boil water for corn on the cob or to make a big batch of beef stock or chicken broth (see page 147, “Making Stock and Broth,” in the Large or Forever Home Kitchen section for more about that). Even though quality is always a plus, you can get by with almost anything here as long as it is sturdy with a fairly thick bottom and still relatively lightweight (once you fill this pot, it’s going to be heavy!).

RIMMED BAKING SHEET AND COOLING RACK

You are going to do so much with this pan, which is also known as a half sheet. You can use this pan for roasting vegetables, fish, chicken breasts, and sheet pan dinners; making homemade granola; and of course baking cookies (rimless baking sheets are typically the go-to for cookies, but this pan works just fine, too).

Ideally, you should have two of these pans (they stack, so two take up practically the same amount of space as one), because inevitably you’ll run out of room on the first one—and there are few things worse than crowding the pan. Doing so will cause your food to steam in the oven rather than brown. When a recipe tells you to arrange the food in the pan in a single layer, take it seriously! And who wants to wait for the pan to free up between batches when you’re making cookies?

While shopping, look for heavy, commercial-quality pans that won’t buckle even in the hottest oven. They’re the perfect size for setting down a precut sheet of parchment paper or a silicone baking mat. Don’t bother with nonstick or dark metal options (the nonstick is unnecessary, and dark pans will brown some baked goods too quickly).

Some baking sheets come with wire racks that fit inside. If you have this option, take it. If not, buy at least one cooling rack with closely set wires. You’ll use it to cool cookies and cakes and for glazing or finishing them.


More Amazing Things You Can Do with a Rimmed Baking Sheet
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When you’re making pancakes or waffles, set this pan in the oven on low and transfer each batch of finished pancakes to the baking sheet in the oven to keep warm while you finish the rest.

Another nifty use for this pan: if you need to quickly cool down cooked rice or pasta, pour it out onto a rimmed baking sheet, spread it in a single layer, making use of all the pan’s surface area, and set it aside to cool. Come back soon, because in a few short minutes that food will be cool.



BAKING DISHES

The two go-to baking dishes for any starter kitchen are the square pan (either eight- or nine-inch square is fine) and the nine-by-thirteen-inch rectangular pan. Both are versatile and called for often in baking and roasting recipes. Use them to make a cobbler or a casserole, roast a chicken, or even to make a birthday cake. Typically they are available in heavy-duty metal, oven-safe glass, stoneware, ceramic, and porcelain. Choose whatever material you like best, or the best value at the store, as all of these materials will work well. In some cases, these pans (more often the rectangular than the square) are sold with a plastic or metal carrying lid, which makes it easy to safely transport the birthday cake or green bean casserole that you made to the party.

LARGE LIGHTWEIGHT BOWL

Here’s a bowl that you will reach for all the time. Picture this: at the bottom of this big, lightweight, attractive bowl you whisk a nice vinaigrette dressing (see recipe on page 58), then you pile on a lot of freshly washed and dried salad greens (see salad spinner on page 19) and gently toss the greens with the dressing, adding more as the greens become sufficiently coated with vinaigrette. Wipe off any messy dressing around the rim of the bowl, then set it out on the table with tongs or a salad server, and you’re done.

Or how about popcorn on movie night? Or when you need to whisk batter for pancakes or toss pasta salad for a picnic? This is your bowl for all these things. It should be as large as you can accommodate (remember that you can stack other bowls inside of it to save room), lightweight, and cute. The bowl can be made of aluminum, stainless steel, or enamel-coated metal. Plastic may also be available, but isn’t the nicest option for presentation.

MIXING BOWLS

Mixing bowls are usually sold in sets of three or more and are meant to stack. You’ll use these kitchen workhorses for prepping food and setting up your mis en place—which is fancy French kitchen-speak for ingredients that are cut, measured, ready, and organized for cooking (think sifted dry ingredients when you’re baking; or chopped onions, celery, and carrots ready for your soup pot). You can also use these bowls to toss, whisk, and mix everything from guacamole to the filling for an apple pie. Consider buying these in lightweight stainless steel for ease of use and convenience, or glass, which can double as serving bowls and also go into the microwave. Whatever option you choose should be durable and not too expensive.


MEASURING CUPS AND SPOONS

You’ll need both dry and wet measuring cups for your starter kitchen because these tools are not interchangeable. A quarter cup of cream and a quarter cup of powdered sugar each need to be measured in a different way, with a different device. The wet measuring cups are usually clear, made of glass or plastic (glass is sturdier and will last longer), have a small spout, and are typically used for water, broth, milk, wine, or any other liquid. They typically come in one-, two-, or four-cup sizes with lines to indicate fractional amounts along the way. Having a one-cup (plus a four-cup, if you have space) liquid measure in the kitchen should meet most needs.

Dry measuring cups are usually made of plastic or metal (although metal holds up better), and are sold in sets—the norm is one cup, one-half cup, one-third cup, and one-fourth cup. Measuring spoons are also a kitchen necessity that you can buy in plastic or metal, and that come in sets with measures for one tablespoon, one teaspoon, one-half teaspoon, and one-fourth teaspoon.
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