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FOR MY MOTHER

I dedicate this book to my mother, Jessie, who sadly passed away during the writing of this book.

She lived a life full of love, laughter, and compassion, and her memory will live on forever.


Introduction

This book goes out to the ones who don’t know their sauté from their sous vide or their panna cotta from their pomme purée. The ones who like to tell themselves they can’t cook. You see, I’d like to respectfully call bullshit on that.

I believe that if you can see, smell, taste, listen, and touch, there is no reason why you can’t cook a perfectly acceptable meal. Get over your fear of failure, and get your ass in the kitchen. Every failure is nothing but an opportunity to learn from the mistakes you will naturally make along the way when learning any new skill. Try your best not to make the same mistakes over and over again, though—otherwise you are just being an idiot!

By nature, a recipe cannot include all the possible information one might need to cook a particular dish perfectly, in any given environment. There are, quite simply, too many variables involved in the process. Most recipes assume a certain base understanding or skill level of the cook.

This makes things difficult for beginner cooks who tend to cook recipes word for word, with little understanding of what’s actually happening in the pan. Then, when a dish doesn’t turn out as expected (as they tend to do), beginners have a hard time figuring out what went wrong.

I believe that once you learn the basic skills, techniques, knowledge, and lingo that gets thrown around in kitchens, you will find that the science and art of cooking is actually straightforward and very rewarding. In short, if cooking feels like a chore or a pain to you, you’re doing it wrong.

To address some of the difficulties a beginner cook might face when starting out, I have included a lengthy introductory chapter called Cooking 101 that will take you through the basics of cooking and give you a better understanding of how it all fits together. Hopefully, we can have some fun and avoid a few burnt offerings in the process.


Cooking 101

Cook Like a Man is not about making the fanciest version of anything. It’s about getting people into kitchens to cook their own food, instead of relying on corporations that sell you ready-made meals with enough preservatives in them to make Keith Richards live another 250 years.

Cooking can be a rather frustrating affair—if you have no clue what you are doing. Learning the correct skills, techniques, and tools for the job will make your life a whole lot easier.

Just like trying to build a delicate dollhouse with a twelve-pound hammer, dicing an onion with a steak knife will cause you a considerable amount of frustration and could result in far too much money going into the swear jar. When I watch my friends cook and see them dicing an onion with a steak knife for five excruciating minutes, I have to really constrain myself from shouting, “What the @#*^@$ are you doing?!” If a job that is supposed to take at most one minute with a chef’s knife turns into a five-minute ordeal of beady foreheads and furrowed brows, I can understand why people think cooking is hard work. All that inefficiency adds up, and you end up spending far too much time on a basic meal.

Truth be told, though, as with any other new hobby or sport you pick up, once you learn the basic skills, techniques, lingo, and tools for the job, cooking becomes a really rewarding experience—something you’ll carry with you for the rest of your life.

FIRST THINGS FIRST

So, you are all excited and ready to get cooking. I get it. But before you jump right in, there are a couple of things you need to know in order to make your journey to culinary excellence a whole lot easier.

The French term mise en place roughly translates to put in place, and it refers to the setup that happens before the cooking.

You will notice that the professional chefs at work or on TV always have loads of small containers and sauce bottles within arm’s reach around them. One minute it looks like all they’ve cooked is a steak in a pan, and the next moment that steak is on the plate with seasonal vegetables and mushrooms, drizzled with a beautiful pan sauce and garnished with freshly picked herbs that have appeared out of nowhere.

That’s the magic of mise en place. If you take the time to prepare (wash, clean, trim, chop, slice, dice) all your ingredients before you start cooking and organize them in easily accessible containers, cooking becomes a breeze. Having to stop midway through poaching eggs because you forgot to make the hollandaise sauce and chop the chives is a surefire way to screw up some eggs.

BASIC KITCHEN GEAR

Just like any craftsman needs his tools, it is essential that you have the correct gear for various jobs in the kitchen. Don’t worry if you can’t afford to buy all of it at once; you’ll build up a collection over time, and in most cases, you’ll be able to make do with another “not-quite-perfect-but-will-get-the-job-done” piece of gear. Below are some of the basics that any kitchen needs, and my recipes will call for some of these items. Any additional, fancier gear required for a recipe will be listed under the “Extra Gear” section.

Knives

Knives are your most valuable tool in the kitchen, period. Learning to choose the right one for the job and how to keep them all in good shape is essential to safe and effective cooking.

Get yourself a decent chef’s knife, paring knife, and a good bread knife to start out with. A good knife doesn’t have to cost you the world. If you love knives (like I do), by all means get a couple of custom knives made up for you and pay top dollar for it (like I did); but in reality, a much cheaper version with a decent blade and solid plastic handle will do the job just fine. Check out the ones available at a restaurant supply store—if it’s good enough for a line cook to use, it’s good enough for you.

Most important, keep your knives super sharp. People tend to fear a sharp knife, but a dull knife is way more dangerous. A dull knife will require you to exert more force than should be required, and it also tends to slip off foods instead of cutting into them on contact. Those two things combined can easily lead to instantly shortened fingers, instead of neatly sliced tomatoes.

Knife maintenance is a two-step process—sharpening and honing.

Sharpening

Traditionally, sharpening was done on a wet stone or grinding wheel, but these days you get all sorts of handheld or countertop gadgets that will make the process a lot easier. Small amounts of metal are shaved or ground off the blade in order to remove the dull edge and form a new edge at the correct angle, depending on the type of knife.

Japanese knives are typically sharpened to 17 degrees, while most Western knives are ground to 20 degrees. A thinner edge is a sharper edge, but it is also more fragile and will require more maintenance. Pick your favorite, and learn to maintain it properly.

Knife purists may yell “Sacrilege!” at the thought of using these new-fangled gadgets; however, learning to sharpen knives properly in the traditional manner is no easy task and will take years to master. Not everyone has the time or inclination for that. (I tried hard and failed miserably; I bought all the gear, watched all the videos, but still couldn’t get the desired results.)

In the end, a knife sharpened from a gadget is much better than a dull knife you’ve butchered on the wet stone while listening to tranquil Japanese music.

Honing

You know that metal rod that you often see chefs running up and down their knives in a flashy manner? That’s a honing steel, and, contrary to popular belief, it does not actually sharpen knives. Instead, it “hones” or realigns the edge.

With use, the edge of a knife will suffer small imperfections—bumps and curls that will make it duller than it actually is. Honing realigns these imperfections with the edge of the blade so your blade performs as it should. Get in the habit of honing your blade before each use to keep it in shape.

Cutting boards

Whatever you do, never use glass cutting boards. They may look pretty and seem easy to clean (“hygienic” and all that) but they will dull the edge of your blades like you won’t believe.

Your main choices are wood, plastic, and bamboo, and to be honest I think they all work just fine. The choice is really what suits your budget, style, and the job at hand. I suggest getting a few of different sizes and materials. You don’t want to clean a huge cutting board to make a sandwich, but you also don’t want to carve a turkey on what looks like its surfboard.

Last, whenever you use a cutting board, make sure it stays securely in place and doesn’t wobble about. It’s dangerous to use a knife on a board that is unstable, so make sure that it stays put by first laying down a damp dishcloth on your work surface and then placing the board on top of it. The damp cloth will make it stick to your work surface, giving you a solid base of operations, booya!

Pots and pans

It’s important to use the right pot or pan for the job. Apart from the volume of food it will hold, there are a couple of things to consider. For example, think about the material it is made of. While a nonstick pan with a Teflon coating may be great for cooking a delicate piece of fish without risking it sticking to the pan, it is rather crap at getting a nice, dark crust on a piece of steak. Here are various options of cookware types and cookware materials.

Frying pans

Frying pans, skillets, sauté pans … which do you use when? Let’s break it down.

Sauté pans have straight, vertical sides, resulting in a larger surface area of the pan being in contact with the heat source. They are great for shallow frying and making pan sauces. Ironically, sauté pans are not that great for sautéing in that flashy “toss food up in the air and hope they fall back in the pan” manner. Their heavier weight and straight sides make this difficult. However, you can still sauté in them by quickly stirring stuff around with a wooden spoon.

Skillets or frying pans have sides that flare or slope outwards, which makes it easier to do things like get a spatula under an egg prior to flipping it.

Ideally, you should have both shapes of pan. If not, don’t fret; either will get the job done. Make sure you get one with an ovenproof handle so you can put it in the oven to bake things like frittatas, skillet cornbread, etc. Keep in mind that pan sizes are measured from lip to lip, not the cooking surface area, so a 12-inch sauté pan will fit more food than a 12-inch skillet.

Griddle pans

Griddle pans are normally made from cast iron and have raised lines or ridges across the surface of the pan. If you want to get those restaurant-style grill lines on a steak, this is your ticket.

Personally, I prefer my steak to have a dark brown crust all over (not just thin lines of it), so I don’t use my griddle pan that often. Griddle pans are handy to have around, but I’d leave them lower down on the priority list as you build up your collection.

Saucepans

Saucepans are small pots with long handles, like the handle found on a pan. They are great for making sauces, boiling eggs and veggies, or forming part of a double-boiler. Saucepans are real workhorses in the kitchen, so get a couple of them in different sizes, with lids.

Dutch ovens

Dutch ovens are thick-sided, heavy-bottomed pots with a tight-fitting lid. Traditionally made from cast iron, but you also get them in cast aluminum, ceramics, glass, or steel. These days, the best Dutch ovens for kitchen use are made from enamel-coated cast iron, my favorite brand being Le Creuset. They are expensive, but if you take good care of them, your grandchildren will be cooking in them one day.

Dutch ovens are great on the stove top for making soups or stews, boiling veggies, and even cooking rice. They also work well for oven roasts or braises, where you’ll first brown the meat on the stove top before transferring to the oven for low and slow cooking. These pots retain heat well, so they’re also good for serving food in at the table, to keep food warmer for longer.

Stockpots

Stockpots are good for making huge pots of soup, boiling pasta, or, well, you know, making stocks. I have a 14-quart stainless steel, no-name brand model that I bought at a restaurant supply store that serves me well.

Stainless steel

Stainless steel cookware falls somewhere in the middle for me. It has some of the good properties of cast iron and is easier to clean, but it doesn’t excel in anything specifically. I see it as general use cookware. When I’m lazy, I’ll admit that I reach for the stainless steel (or nonstick) pan, as it cleans up easily.

Nonstick

While most people love nonstick pans, and for good reason, they do have drawbacks.

First, there are concerns with the chemicals used to make these pans that may get into your food, especially when used at high heat or when they start chipping. To combat this, make sure you buy a pan of decent quality from a reputable brand. You will pay a lot more, but you don’t want to leave your health in the hands of an unknown brand that is trying to cut costs at every corner.

Second, don’t ever use a nonstick pan for high heat cooking—you will damage the surface and run the risk of chemicals leaching into your food.

Last, when the coating starts to chip off, it’s time to retire the pan. Some high-quality pans come with a guarantee. If the coating starts looking sketchy during that period, take it back to the store; with a little luck, they’ll give you a new one.

Cast Iron

Cast iron has long been the vessel of choice for most things—your grandma used it daily, and it’s friggin’ awesome. It retains heat very well and can be used on any heat source (even straight on a fire). More important, it is great at developing that dark-brown crust on the surface of food, you know, that thing your taste buds love.

The main drawbacks of cast iron are that the pans are heavy and they require seasoning from time to time. For us lazy buggers, it is not dishwasher-safe. These drawbacks will not sway me, though. I love my cast iron pans. Once you get the hang of cooking and caring for these bad boys, you will know what I am talking about.

Best of all, they can be found at cheap prices at thrift stores and flea markets, though often looking rusty and worse for wear. With a little elbow grease or a wire brush attachment on a drill (wear gloves), you can get the rust off. Season it properly, and have yourself a friend for life.

Carbon Steel

These pans are popular in restaurant kitchens, and for good reason: they are absolute workhorses. Similar to cast iron in many ways, carbon steel retains heat well and is great for getting that perfect crust on fried foods, but it also requires seasoning and maintenance.

Carbon steel typically has a smoother surface and is much lighter than the cast iron pans of yore. They are my favorite pans to cook with when I feel like pulling out all the stops.

How to season cast iron or carbon steel pans

Cast iron and carbon steel pans need to be “seasoned” before use. No, this does not mean hitting it with salt and pepper (though salt can be used as an abrasive to clean the pan, but that’s another matter). Seasoning refers the process of applying a thin layer of oil to the pan and heating it up for a period of time until the oil bonds to the metal.

As you heat up the oiled pan, a number of chemical reactions occur (I won’t go into the details here), and a nonstick surface bonding is created. At first you’ll see a couple of darkened blotches in the pan. As the seasoning builds up with use, it will darken and eventually become black. This discoloration is called a patina, and should be preserved, not scrubbed off after every use (unless you really enjoy seasoning your pans before every use).

To season a pan, preheat the oven to 450°F / 230°C and place a layer of tinfoil or a large baking tray on the bottom shelf to prevent oil from dripping onto the healing element. Give the pan a very thin coating of vegetable or canola oil, inside and out, then place it upside down in a preheated 450°F / 230°C for 30 minutes.

If you have a hood extractor, turn it on, and open the windows in your kitchen, as some smoke is bound to be generated during this process.

How to clean seasoned pans

Seasoned cast iron or carbon steel pans should not be cleaned in a dishwasher or with abrasive soaps or detergents. The best is to give it a light scrub under warm running water, then wipe it dry with a kitchen towel. For stuck-on food particles, use coarse or kosher salt under a kitchen towel to scrub it off, then rinse under running water and wipe clean.

Make sure no water remains in the pan after cleaning, as that can cause rust. The best way I’ve found is to put the pan on the stove and heat it up to high, until all the water has been removed, then apply a light layer of oil and allow the pan to cool. The removal of remaining water, together with the oil coating, will prevent rust from forming while the pan is not in use.

Surface area

You should always bear in mind that the surface area of a cooking vessel will have an impact on the way it cooks the food inside it. For example, if you want to reduce a sauce in a hurry, I’d suggest using a wide pan so more of the sauce gets exposed to heat on the bottom of the pan and more of the water in the sauce is able to evaporate.

On the other hand, when I make scrambled eggs and want to prevent the eggs from overcooking too quickly, I like to use a small saucepan so less of the egg is in direct contact with the heat, allowing for slower, gentler cooking.

Baking sheets and dishes

You need ovenproof baking dishes in various shapes and sizes for making casseroles, baking puddings, roasting vegetables, and, of course, making the almighty lasagna.

Baking sheets (or cookie sheets) are great for baking cookies (duh!), but they are also very handy for a variety of other tasks in the kitchen, from bulk-toasting bread to feed the hungry hordes to grilling pork chops. Get yourself a few in different sizes at a restaurant supply store; they don’t have to be fancy.

Mixing bowls

Mixing bowls are one of those things you can’t have too many of, and you want them in a variety of shapes and sizes.

Stainless steel ones are a good way to go, and please don’t buy the fancy triple-coated versions with the nonskid bottoms, go to a catering supply store and buy their no-name brand stainless steel bowls, you should be able to pick up a small, medium, and large one for ten bucks, and that will get you started. Don’t get me wrong: those thick, heavy bowls with the rubber pads on are nice, but they’re not heatproof, so you can’t use them as a double boiler (you’ll learn about this later, don’t worry).

Hand-held apparatuses

Spatulas

Spatulas are a bit of a weird one. People all over the world have different names for that thing we use to turn pancakes or eggs over. I grew up calling it an egg lifter, but I’ve later learned that the most widely used term is a spatula.

Apart from the egg turner–thingy, there are a whole bunch of other tools used for scraping food from the side of pots, folding cake mixtures, scooping things from curved bowls, etc., that are also called spatulas. You will eventually need a variety of them in order to have the best tool for the job at hand. Buy yourself a different kind of spatula every couple of months and build up a collection.

Whisks

Whisks are great for mixing and aerating wet ingredients. Get yourself a nice big wire whisk, as well as a smaller one for everyday use. A bigger whisk will make it easier to aerate mixtures, which is great for whipping cream or egg whites and maybe making mayonnaise.

The smaller one you can use to mix vinaigrettes, whisking eggs before making omelettes, etc., but to be honest you can get by with a fork for most of those tasks.

Spoons

Wooden spoons are by far my favorite stirring tool. They’re great for scraping bits of food off the bottom of the pan during the deglazing process (see page 25), and they won’t scratch your cookware. Just make sure you oil them every month or so with mineral oil so they don’t dry out too much.

Apart from these, you also need a soup ladle or two and a slotted spoon to lift things out of water (like when making poached eggs).

Tongs

Yup, tongs are not just for grilling; they are also very handy in the kitchen. Again, you can buy these at a restaurant supply store. I have a couple of stainless steel tongs, as well as a rubber-coated one for when I am working with nonstick cookware.

They are great for turning things over in a pan and are just as awesome for serving pasta portions and generally handling hot ingredients that are large enough to be gripped with a tong.

Grater

Originally designed as a woodworking tool (until the housewives got wind of it), the grater is an incredible tool that you’ll find in virtually all professional kitchens. I like to use the brand Microplane. The original model is a fine zester / grater that you’ll just have to use in order to understand how awesome it is.

It makes quick work of zesting fruit and easily and efficiently grates chocolate, whole spices, garlic, and all sorts of other things. Once you’ve used it to grate some real Parmesan cheese over a bowl of pasta, you’ll understand what I mean. Just get one, you won’t be sorry.

Electronic scale

Electronic scales (instead of the ones your Grandma used) can make your life a hell-of-a-lot easier. They are easier to read, and most of them have a “tare” function. It sets the scale back to zero, ignoring the weight currently on top of it.

This allows you to add multiple ingredients to the same mixing bowl; just press the button after each ingredient and start weighing out the next one. It sounds simple, but it really can save you quite a bit of time and washing up afterwards.

Measuring spoons and cups

No, the teaspoon you use to stir your coffee in the morning is not an accurate measurement spoon, and I’d like to see you accurately measure a quarter of a teaspoon by eyeballing it. Sure, for most home cooking you can eyeball things without disastrous results, but when it comes to things like baking, there’s not much margin for error.

When measuring flour in cups, don’t scoop the flour up with the cup until it is full. The flour will pack together and you’ll end up with a lot more than a standard cup in there. First fluff up the flour a bit in the container with a fork to get it aerated. Scoop up the flour with a spoon and fill the cup, then scrape the back of a knife over the rim of the cup to level it off.

Things on rolls

There are five kitchen essentials that come on carboard rolls of various sizes: cling wrap, aluminum foil, paper towels, parchment / baking paper, and kitchen towels.

Again, I like to buy these in bulk from a restaurant supply store. No need to pay for fancy brand named versions; catering grade cling wrap will do you just fine.

Kitchen towels

Much like mixing bowls, you can’t have too many of these, either, and you’re also better off buying them in bulk at a restaurant supply store. The ones at the supermarket are way overpriced.

I use kitchen towels for much more than just drying dishes. From keeping cutting boards and mixing bowls in place to handling hot stuff coming out the oven, having plenty of these around is never a bad thing. They tend to be a little like the socks of the kitchen, disappearing all the time, no matter how hard you try to keep things organized. Now I just buy them in bulk packs at a restaurant supply store. Some things are just not worth losing your mind over.

FATS AND OILS

Not all oils are equal, and unlike what you see on TV, olive oil is not the be-all and end-all of cooking. Sure, it is great, but there are instances where it is not the best oil for the task at hand. Knowing the characteristics of some other oils will allow you to choose the right fat for the job, resulting in a better dish and making you a better cook.

Olive oil

Olive oil is used in most forms of Italian cooking, as it imparts wonderful flavor, but it is not always the best option. When you are cooking delicate things like eggs or fish, using a strongly flavored olive oil might completely overpower the main ingredients, which is not a great idea. It also has a much lower smoking point than other fats, so it is not well suited to frying at high temperatures for extended periods of time, say, for example, when deep frying chicken.

Neutral oil

“Neutral” oils like canola or vegetable oil are great to use when you do not want to impart the flavor of the oils into the dish, as these are virtually flavorless. They often have a high enough smoke point to make frying at high heat possible. I like to use these with butter, so the dish benefits from both the flavor of the butter and the higher smoke point of the oil.

Coconut oil

Coconut oil has a nice flavor and a fairly high smoke point. I use it mainly in Asian-style dishes and stir fries.

Butter

Some time ago, scientists discovered that the saturated fat in butter is bad for us and proposed that we start eating their new invention, margarine. Most folks moved over to margarine and thought all would be well in the world forevermore.

Thankfully, recent studies have shown that their roles have reversed. Overly processed foods (like margarine) are the real enemy, while natural things (like butter) are good for us (Hallelujah!).

Regardless of which works better for you, butter is by far the best-tasting fat around, and most recipes can be improved by simply adding more butter. Most professional kitchens use loads of the stuff, and for good reason—it tastes like heaven. Want to know what makes the restaurant-down-the-road’s mashed potatoes so awesome? Butter, and lots of it.

Clarified butter

Unsalted butter consists mainly of butterfat, water, and milk solids. Clarified butter is basically just butterfat with the water and milk solids removed. This increases its smoke point substantially, as the milk solids that usually burn easily are no longer present. This means you can fry foods in clarified butter at much higher temperatures, while still getting the great flavor only butter can provide.

Animal Fats

Using animal fats, like lard and tallow, for cooking can be a great way to add additional flavor to a dish. For example, if you cook a beef burger patty in beef tallow, you will add extra beefy flavor to the burger. As I’ve explained, it’s all these little bits of things you do that really add up in the end, separating the men from the boys.

SEASONING

Confused with all the different kinds of salts out there? Let’s have a look at the most common ones and learn about when to use which.

Chemically, there is very little difference between the various kinds of salts. They are all almost pure sodium chloride (NaCl), barring a touch of iodine, some anticaking agent, and a few additives here and there. The main difference among salts is in the size and hardness of the crystals.

Due to the differences in crystal size, you can’t use volume-based measurements like cups and spoons interchangeably. A cup of table salt will be way saltier than a cup of Maldon sea salt, as the smaller crystal size of table salt allows fewer air pockets and enables you to pack a lot more salt into the cup.

Table salt

This is the stuff most people have in their homes—tiny crystals of similar size, as found in saltshakers all over the world. Table salt usually contains iodine (we apparently need trace amounts of iodine to develop properly), and an anticaking agent to make it flow better. Sea salt and other more natural, unprocessed salts will probably also bring along a few trace elements depending on where and how they were harvested, but, in the end, no one will be able to tell which type of salt you used in your tomato soup.

Table salt is often used with baking, as its small, uniform crystal size allows for more accurate volume-based measurements.
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