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For my Mark. Life with you is a continuous feast.




For starters, learn how to cook.
—U.S. poet laureate Charles Simic when asked how people can become happy





Preface



This book is for the new cook with her first apartment who wants the satisfaction, control, and creativity of home cooking.


It’s for the urban explorer who has learned the pleasures of adventurous eating from visits to ethnic and stylish restaurants and wants to replicate his favorite dishes at home.


It’s for those who cook to support local farmers and improve our food supply.


This book is for parents who want to not only feed their children well but also teach them about the flavors, traditions, value, and health of home cooking.


It’s for the weekend host who wants to break bread with friends and family at home and have the food be as good as the company.


This book is in praise of the grocers, farmers, butchers, cheese mongers, fishmongers, bakers, spice merchants, market organizers, CSA volunteers, urban gardeners, salami makers, tomato growers, pickle guys, and others who bring us the best ingredients in the world.


Above all, it’s a book for home cooks—regardless of where you may live.
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Part 1
City Cooking: A Primer





What Is City Cooking?


How I Became a City Cook


How to Buy an Onion


Strategies for Modern Urban Cooking








Cooking in the City



What Is City Cooking?


City cooking celebrates the flavors that come from our small urban kitchens. We cook with ingredients from downtown farmers’ markets, small grocers, community supported agriculture deliveries, and neighborhood merchants.


Our kitchens are small and space is precious. We often take public transit to work. Many of us live close enough to our neighbors to be welcomed home in the evening by the aromas of their dinners. More than half of Americans now live in cities, and for those of us who do, there is an adjacency to our lives that affects what we eat and how we cook.


City cooking means finding a way to put daily home cooking into our always busy, often stressed, urban lives. Days start early and go late. Subways are delayed, and umbrellas are forgotten. Dogs need to be walked. But we’re determined to make dinner instead of having it delivered.


City cooking is about knowing how you want to eat every day and cooking your own meals with flavor and with confidence. We cook for our health, our budgets, and the pleasures of good food. And we want the satisfaction of making our own meals and of time spent in the kitchen with our families and our friends.


Should we still eat in great restaurants? Absolutely. Our chefs delight, inspire, and motivate us. Likewise, we shouldn’t abandon the convenience of takeout meals. I would feel very hard done by if I were never again to have sushi from my favorite neighborhood Japanese restaurant or couldn’t comfort a winter cold with a container of hot matzo ball soup from a much-loved deli. But living in a city shouldn’t mean we eat out or carry-in because we have no other options.


It is impossible to think about being in an urban kitchen without celebrating the changes that are now transforming how we cook and eat at home. Influenced by chefs, food writers, urban farmers, environmentalists, and other activists, efforts are being made to improve and protect the quality of our food because home cooks are demanding better ingredients, improved sustainability of our food supply, and, yes, more satisfying flavor.


This food revolution is under way in cities across America. Urban farmers’ markets are held every day throughout the year. Community supported agriculture lets us give direct financial support to local farms in return for a share of the crops. Regional specialties, often made by the same methods for generations, are increasingly available. Beekeepers are harvesting honey on the rooftops of city apartment and office buildings. New rivals are challenging large supermarket chains as the small neighborhood market returns to viability and popularity.


Finally, our cities are sophisticated global tables, inspired by the ethnic cuisines of our immigrant forebears and strengthened by our own regional cooking. Because we have access to many of the best ingredients in the world, home cooking makes the city kitchen a delicious destination.


How I Became a City Cook


I first learned to cook because I couldn’t afford to eat in restaurants. I was working long hours plus going to school, first in Boston and then in New York. My apartments were always small; my kitchens even smaller. My first kitchen was so tiny that I could pivot on one foot to reach my stove, sink, and refrigerator. But these were welcoming havens as I would come home hungry after a long day, craving both the meal I would prepare and the satisfaction of domesticity. As I chopped and stirred, I would play back my day in my head and begin to relax. Or maybe I would watch the news or invite a friend to join me for supper, making my little kitchen a homey refuge.


The first meals I made were simple, barely spiced, and made from ingredients I could afford. Chicken. Canned tuna. Pasta. Salad. As my career moved ahead, I began to have business lunches and dinners in restaurants—good restaurants, including some of the best in New York City. It was from those meals that I began to develop my palate. I learned why pasta was cooked al dente. And duck left rare. I lost the ability to eat bottled salad dressings and began to taste the difference between food cooked in olive oil and that cooked in butter. I discovered the delicacy of raw fish and the power of chiles.


For a few years my job required me to travel. I had never been overseas, and my journeys to Asia, Europe, and the Middle East were both palate and life changing. My work required keeping project diaries, but I filled the margins with the details of what I ate.


I wanted to find a way to take all these eating experiences and bring them into my daily life, so I began to take cooking lessons. At first, too afraid to pick up a knife in public, I only took classes where I could watch. But soon I was joining others in learning how to sauté a steak, peel a tomato, bone a chicken breast, and reduce a cream sauce. When on vacation I would seek out local cooking classes. I once took a small ship through the Greek islands and pestered the captain until he let me spend time in the boat’s galley; I was determined to find out how the cook made such wonderful and authentic meals in such a tiny space.


After I had learned some of the basics of cooking, I began to take individual classes on subjects in which I felt particularly unskilled, such as cooking fish and shellfish and making pies and tarts. Finally, for a milestone birthday, I gave myself a work sabbatical and spent three months at New York’s French Culinary Institute.


But the way I really learned was by cooking every day. On weekends I’d explore New York’s neighborhoods, food market by food market, from pickle stores and bakeries on the Lower East Side, to pasta makers in Brooklyn’s Williamsburg. Visits to Greek markets in Astoria, mozzarella mongers in the Bronx, and sidewalk fish stands in Chinatown taught me that some of the best ingredients in the world were in my city and that these merchants would provide the means for me to cook well.


How to Buy an Onion


I discovered that I wasn’t the only one cooking at home. New York’s restaurants were crowded, but so were its food markets. On a visit to the produce aisle of Fairway, an iconic, busy New York grocer on upper Broadway in Manhattan, I met a woman who was lamenting the overwhelming selection of onions. The week before Thanksgiving, she held a shopping list that filled a large sheet of paper. But the onions left her stumped, and thus discouraged. She had the bravery to take on a multicourse holiday meal but was derailed by a vegetable.


I started talking with friends and colleagues about their cooking triumphs and failures, and I found that most were baffled by the basics. They have stacks of cookbooks and cooking magazines and piles of Internet recipe printouts but are intimidated when buying ingredients. They want to keep versatile foods on hand to make a meal after a long day but don’t know how to stock a pantry. They have wacky kitchen gadgets but never bought a chef’s knife. They know it’s easy to broil a luxurious veal chop but would prefer a less costly London broil, pork loin, or tilapia fillet. They visit farmers’ markets but are overwhelmed by the choices and go home clutching only a jar of jam.


I saw that many want help in planning meals, buying ingredients, and fitting cooking into already overcommitted daily lives. To share the strategies I learned, I created TheCityCook.com and wrote this book.



Strategies for Modern Urban Cooking



The City Cook became a place to show how home cooking can be put into a busy urban life. There I share tips about how and where to buy great ingredients. And I share the recipes I have developed over my years of cooking—recipes that work for weekday cooking when you come home late and hungry and don’t have time to shop, along with recipes for holiday cooking and entertaining in a small urban home.


Here I’ve developed and adapted recipes that I hope you will enjoy and make part of your regular menus. But even more, it’s my wish that you will use these recipes to help you cook the way you like to eat. You may substitute cilantro for basil or reduce or increase the amount of heat in a dish—the point is to make these recipes yours.


Most of all I hope this book gives you more confidence in the kitchen. If I’ve learned anything from my years of being a home cook despite having a busy life, it’s that we will cook more if we don’t feel discouraged when facing the task of making dinner. And we’ll cook more if our meals are satisfying to eat.


The Strategies


 


• While it may seem a cliché, it is true that the best food is made with great ingredients cooked simply.


• Knowing how to buy ingredients is as important as knowing how to cook them.


• Cook what you want to eat and follow your own palate. If you prefer certain flavors, spices, ethnic dishes, or ingredients for reasons of health or politics, then these should be the foundation of your home cooking.


• Learn how to shop at farmers’ markets, food co-ops, and community supported agriculture programs; don’t hesitate to ask local artisans for advice. It will not only get you better ingredients; the more we support local farmers and producers, the better our food supply will become in the long run.


• City living lets us shop daily which lets us cook from the ingredients up. If you begin with what’s in season and what’s local, you will get the best flavors.


• Stock your pantry. This includes your refrigerator and freezer. If you keep certain ingredients on hand, you can buy fresh food on your way home from work and have all you need for a stress-free weekday dinner.


• Learn to shop from specialty merchants, such as cheese mongers, fish stores, and butchers, who can teach you about their products and how to cook with them. Many of these specialists now also sell online (I’ve included many of my favorites in the back of the book) so you can supplement the markets where you live with products sold by the best food merchants in the country.


• Equip your city kitchen with the best-quality pots, pans, knives, and tools you can afford. Resist buying too many gadgets that will fill up your precious storage space. For example, you can make any meal with only three knives—chef’s, serrated (for bread and tomatoes), and paring. Learn how to sharpen and hone them yourself, and your cooking will improve.


• Develop your own recipe repertoire. Your grandmother could make her perfect potato gratin or tomato sauce because she cooked it once a week for forty years. Same thing for chefs: they practice a dish dozens of times before it appears on a menu. While making new recipes is always fun, having a core list of dishes that are “yours” will make you a more confident cook. Before you know it, friends will be asking you to make your special short ribs or guacamole or lamb curry.


• Get educated about the changes taking place in our food culture. Learn the language of today’s ingredients: organic, local, artisanal, sustainable. Our food merchants will sell us what we want to buy, but to do so, we need to know what we want. (See the Glossary on page 263 to get started.)


The best thing you can do is just cook. Cook for yourself and cook for others. Take risks. You’ll make mistakes—we all do—but it’s only dinner. And tomorrow you can try again.




Plan Your Pantry—Don’t Just Fill It


On the Shelf


On the Counter


In the Refrigerator


In the Freezer


Cooking from Your Pantry








The City Pantry



The notion of a pantry may seem a bit old-fashioned if it conjures an image of a small room off the kitchen with shelves lined with canned goods. In an apartment or a small city house where space is precious, such an arrangement is rarely possible.


But a pantry doesn’t have to be a place. Instead think of it as a strategy based on planning ahead. Stocking a pantry simply means keeping core ingredients on hand. Some pantry items are kept on a shelf, but many will be in your freezer and refrigerator.


A well-stocked city pantry gives us flexibility. We can buy fresh produce, meat, poultry, or fish and know that at home we have ingredients to turn them into dinner. Sometimes the pantry can even generate the entire meal. Just don’t overbuy or you’ll waste space and money and lose focus.


Finally, a pantry is about convenience. Who wants to hunt for a decent bottle of olive oil for salad dressing on the way home from work? Plus, if you stock in advance, you’ll have the chance to buy the best quality at the best prices.


Plan Your Pantry—Don’t Just Fill It


We’ve all done it: bought something exotic, like a jar of tomato jam or lemon-flavored olive oil, thinking it will give us options. It won’t. Unless these are favorite flavors, they’ll only take up space before you someday toss them out. Instead, before stocking your pantry, take a frank look at how you cook and how you prefer to eat. For example, if you are a vegetarian or a vegan, include items like vegetable stock and more dried and canned legumes. If you primarily cook Asian foods, keep hoisin sauce and rice vinegar. Some important foods, like the small bottle of ketchup I keep on hand for a favorite meatloaf recipe, may be used infrequently. As you make your pantry your own, you’ll gradually figure out which items are essential.


But don’t be too spare: a well-edited pantry can add easy versatility to everyday cooking. For example, a jar of harissa, the spicy red pepper paste popular in North African cuisine, can become an easy rub to add flavor to pan-grilled shrimp or lamb chops and make a pan of plain couscous far more interesting.


If there’s an ingredient you won’t use often but still want on hand, buy the smallest size. I know it may seem more cost-effective to buy bigger, but if you don’t use it often, it will only go bad and where’s the cost savings in that? Plus smaller sizes are easier to store.


For spices that can fade in flavor, write the purchase date on the label or bottom of the jar. The same goes for anything you put in the freezer. That way you’ll know for sure if something is past its prime.


Keep a small pad of paper in the kitchen so that when you use the last of an essential item or when a bottle or jar is nearly empty, you can make a note. Then the next time you’re shopping at your favorite market, replace it.


What’s essential to one home cook is useless to another. This list can get you started but add and delete for yourself.


On the Shelf


 


• Oils: extra virgin olive oil, canola oil or other light vegetable oil, peanut oil for deep frying


• Vinegars: red wine vinegar, white wine or Champagne vinegar, other vinegars such as cider, sherry, balsamic


• Soy sauce or tamari


• Tabasco or other favorite hot sauce


• Honey


• Worcestershire sauce


• Dried herbs and spices: black peppercorns, cinnamon, paprika (hot, sweet, Basque espelette), red pepper flakes, oregano, chili powder, bay leaves, cumin (ground), cayenne pepper, dry mustard


• Salt: fine grain, kosher, sea salt


• Canned vegetables: chickpeas, black beans, cannellini beans, artichoke hearts, whole San Marzano tomatoes, canned cherry tomatoes, tomato paste (can or tube)


• Canned tuna, sardines, and anchovies


• Rice: long-grain, Arborio, basmati, brown, specialty rices such as red Bhutanese


• Dried pasta: spaghetti, cut short pieces such as ziti or rigatoni, tiny pastas such as orzo or ditali for pilaf or soup


• Boxed chicken stock and vegetable stock


• Grains: bulgur, couscous, Israeli couscous, quinoa, farro, barley


• Nuts: walnuts, almonds (pine nuts are in the freezer)


• Asian ingredients: fish sauce, oyster sauce, rice vinegar, sesame oil, wasabi (powder or paste)


• Harissa


• Jar of salsa or piquillo peppers


• Flour: unbleached all-purpose white, whole wheat, rye


• Sugar: white, light brown, confectioners’


• Cornstarch


• Baking soda


• Baking powder


• Cornmeal


• Cocoa (Dutch process)


• Vanilla (extract, not flavoring)


TIP: Freeze nuts if you’re not going to use them quickly. Otherwise they can become rancid.


TIP: Don’t buy oils too far in advance as they can lose flavor or spoil. Same goes for buying large amounts of them because by the time you get to the bottom, the oil may have gone bad, and any cost savings from buying a big quantity will be lost.


On the Counter


My apartment doesn’t have a cellar or garage, so to store my aromatic vegetables I keep a small supply on hand in a large ceramic bowl on the counter (out of the sun if you have a windowed kitchen).


 


• Whole ginger


• Jalapeño peppers


• Garlic


• Shallots


• Onions: yellow and red


• Tomatoes


TIP: Tomatoes should not be refrigerated but instead stored on the counter, out of the sun, at room temperature. The chill of refrigeration breaks down the sugar in tomatoes, making them mealy and tasteless.


In the Refrigerator


 


• Dijon mustard (I like the one by Maille)


• Eggs (large is the usual size in recipes)


• Mayonnaise (regular or reduced fat)


• Ketchup


• Olives (black cured in oil and green in brine)


• Cornichons


• Capers (in brine and in salt)


• Parmesan cheese (a chunk kept wrapped in plastic wrap and foil)


• Another versatile cheese such as goat cheese or feta


• Bacon or pancetta


• Carrots


• Celery


• Lemons


• Limes


• Parsley (flat-leaf)


• Thyme, rosemary, cilantro, other fresh herbs


• Milk, half-and-half or light cream


• Anchovy paste (in a tube)


• Tomato paste (in a tube)


• Dry white wine (for cooking and a glass for the cook)


TIP: While it’s true that Parmesan is always best grated just before you use it, a large amount can be inconvenient to grate by hand at the last minute. So if you use Parmesan often, grind a piece in a food processor and refrigerate it in a plastic container; it will keep its good flavor for at least a week.


In the Freezer


 


• Pine nuts (I use these costly nuts in small amounts and they can easily spoil)


• Butter (unsalted)


• Panko (Japanese bread crumbs; I store leftovers in the freezer after I’ve opened the package)


• Peas


• Pearl onions


• Artichoke hearts


• Spinach


• Puff pastry dough (Pepperidge Farm or Dufour)


• Bread crumbs (homemade by grinding pieces of stale bread in the food processor)


• Chicken and/or vegetable stocks (either made by you or small amounts of leftover boxed stock)


• Vanilla ice cream


• Martini glasses


TIP: If you use boxed stock and have some left over, pour it into a small plastic container and freeze it. For convenient small portions, pour it into an ice cube tray and when fully frozen, transfer the cubes to a large plastic freezer bag.


TIP: Melt vanilla ice cream for an instant crème anglaise to dress up a bakery-bought brownie or simple baked apple.


TIP: Chilled martini glasses will have a pretty frosted finish and help keep a just-made cocktail icy cold.


Cooking from Your Pantry


Most of us don’t think about what we’ll make for dinner until the end of the day. If you have a well-stocked pantry, you can stop at a fish store on the way home from work and buy a pound of wild shrimp, and without buying anything else, you’ll have options for cooking them. For example:


 


• Peel, clean, and dust the shrimp with cornmeal to which you’ve added a pinch of cayenne pepper. Do a quick sauté in a nonstick pan with a tiny bit of olive oil, cooking until golden, then place on top of salad greens, or


• Rub with a little spicy harissa, broil for 2 minutes a side, and serve with quick-cooked couscous, or


• Sauté in a little olive oil, minced garlic, and a pinch of red pepper flakes until the garlic is golden and the shrimp is just opaque. Add a small can of Italian cherry tomatoes and quartered (defrosted) frozen artichoke hearts and simmer for 10 minutes to get the raw taste out of the tomatoes. Serve with rigatoni.


So with a pound of shrimp you have three ways to make a quick dinner. But you only have these options if your pantry already contains cornmeal, cayenne pepper, harissa, couscous, olive oil, garlic, red pepper flakes, canned tomatoes, rigatoni, and frozen artichoke hearts.
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Equipping a City Kitchen



While city kitchens are often small and short on space, the fact is that you could have acres of counters and not be a better cook. I’ve been in neighborhood restaurant kitchens and ship galleys and watched extraordinary meals coming from well-organized but tiny places. I’ve been in McMansions where the stoves are never used. So space is no guarantee of better cooking.


In fact, it can get in the way. The four square feet of workspace I was assigned when I attended culinary school was enough for a 15- by 20-inch cutting board, a metal garbage bowl, and a place for that day’s tools. Still, I was physically exhausted by the end of the day from pacing across the kitchen classroom to the sinks, stoves, and refrigerators that we all shared. My tired legs reminded me that small is better.


But when it comes to storing kitchen tools, limited space can be frustrating. If you’re like me, I could own the entire contents of a cookware store and still want more. But I’ve learned that having no place to keep something forces you to be disciplined—own less, choose carefully, and buy the best quality you can afford.


This applies to every piece of kitchen equipment: knives, pots, pans, appliances, and gadgets.


Know How You Want to Cook Before You Buy Anything


You could ask a dozen home cooks which tools they can’t live without and get twelve different answers. That’s because the equipment we need depends upon how we cook: A wok is a necessity for someone who does lots of stir-fries. For someone else it could be a vegetable steamer or a pasta pot. My list would include a favorite sauté pan, my enameled cast-iron Dutch oven for making stews, a colander to drain pasta and rinse vegetables, and an instant-read thermometer for checking meats and poultry.


If we have the right tools, we will get better results. Plus you may try new dishes if you don’t have to compromise on your equipment. You really can’t make a soufflé without a soufflé dish; a nonstick pan is essential for omelets; and a pair of tongs will give you precision when turning anything that’s being browned or broiled, without piercing the surface. And the first time you cook with a sharp, well-balanced chef’s knife is simply a revelation.


If you’ve developed your kitchen tool kit gradually over the years, give yourself the gift of taking inventory. Notice the items you use daily versus rarely. Have your knives sharpened by a professional or buy a knife stone and sharpen them yourself. If your most often-used tools are beat up or could use an update, consider a few replacements. And before you go cookware shopping, make sure you do the equivalent of eating lunch before grocery shopping: check your kitchen for storage space to make sure you don’t buy anything you a) won’t use often and b) don’t have room for.


Here are what I think are the basic tools and equipment for a small kitchen.


Knives


Owning good knives is probably the single most important investment you can make to become a better cook. And there’s almost nothing you can’t do as long as you have the holy trinity: a chef’s knife, a paring knife, and one with a serrated edge.


 


• Chef’s knife. Also called a cook’s knife, this comes in lengths from 4.5 to 12 inches, but the most typical are 8, 9, and 10 inches. Which you choose depends upon the size of your hand and how the knife feels in terms of weight and balance. If you could only have one knife in your kitchen, this would be it. Buy one you love, keep it sharp, store it carefully, always wash it by hand, and use it for everything.


• Paring knife. These are used for trimming and other detail work. The blades range from 2.5 to 4.5 inches; if you’re only going to have one, 3 to 3.5 inches makes sense.


• Serrated knife. The most common serrated knife is a bread knife but others include small tomato knives. A 7- or 8-inch serrated knife can serve multiple purposes and is a very useful tool for cutting anything that has a resistant surface, such as artichokes or angel food cake.


• Honing steel. This is a rod of steel that’s used to realign the edge of your knives in between sharpenings. A knife’s blade may still be sharp, but with use, it develops tiny burrs, invisible to the eye, that need to be rubbed back into alignment. By passing a knife’s blade along a honing steel several times while alternating the side of the blade, the edge returns to its best sharpness.


Most of the time you only need to hone a knife’s blade every three to five times you use it. Doing so not only will keep your knife’s edge but also allow you to put off sharpening (which actually wears down the metal on the blade) to only once a year or so, adding to the life of your knife.


Once you have these basics, you can add to your collection those that make specific kitchen jobs easier. These include:


• Boning knife. The flexible blade makes it good for filleting fish and deboning poultry.


• Scissors. For trimming vegetables, snipping herbs, or cutting up a chicken.


• Slicing knife. For slicing roasts.


• Cheese knives. There are different kinds for different cheeses—one cuts soft cheese, such as Brie, without damaging the rind; another peels off thin slices from a medium-hard cheese like Gouda. My favorite is shaped like an arrowhead with a short point and is best for chipping off chunks from Parmesan and aged Pecorino.


• Mandoline. This slicing tool is very useful for salads and essential for dishes such as potatoes Anna, fennel slaw, and other recipes that require thin, uniform slices. Mandolines come in fancy professional models and smaller, less costly ones with ceramic blades. These are quite sharp, so if you’re at all clumsy (as I am), also buy a mesh glove to protect your fingers when slicing. They’re sold in the cutlery department alongside knives.


Always buy the best-quality knives you can afford and then take care of them. Good knives are an investment that will last for many years and will help you become a better and happier cook.


Pots and Pans


Pots and pans are awkward to store, and since most city kitchens have limited space, we need to choose wisely. What most cooks eventually figure out is that there are the essentials and then there are the extras.


When buying cookware, resist the lure of those preselected sets. The price may seem compelling, but I promise you that at least one piece will end up never used. Instead buy exactly what you need, and you’ll get more value and have less to store.


I prefer stainless-steel-clad aluminum saucepans and either stainless-clad or cast-iron skillets and always choose ones that can be used in the oven as well. However, I also have one nonstick frying pan for eggs, crêpes, and omelets. My favorite is a 10-inch Swiss Diamond, but whatever kind of nonstick pan you choose, periodically check its surface for wear and replace it as soon as you see surface corruption.


For everything else, there are several good manufacturers. My personal favorites are All-Clad for sauté and saucepans, Lodge for cast iron, Le Creuset for enameled cast iron, and Pillivuyt or Emile Henry for ovenproof porcelain. Pyrex is also an excellent choice for baking dishes, loaf pans, and pie plates.


Unless there’s a dish you make frequently that requires a specific pan, such as paella, be sure that each piece you buy gives you multiple uses. For instance, a ceramic rectangular pan can be used to roast a small chicken, make lasagna and gratins, and bake fish with tomatoes. A soufflé dish can also be used for baking bread pudding or a casserole and is pretty enough to be a salad bowl. A loaf pan is perfect for meatloaf, banana bread, and vegetable pâté.


Here are the basics:


 


• Saucepans with covers. 1 quart and 3 or 4 quart.


• Sauté pan with a cover. 4 quart (approximately 3 inches deep with straight sides, 10½ inches in diameter). I use this pan more than anything else in my kitchen. It has a surface like a skillet; it takes a cover; the straight sides help reduce sauces; it’s deep enough to poach or steam in; you can fill it to the rim with spinach; and you can start something in it on top of the stove and finish it in the oven.


• Skillets. 7 and 12 inches (with handles that can go into a hot oven) in either stainless-steel-clad aluminum or cast iron. A 12-inch skillet can take the place of both a sauté pan and a small roasting pan—it’s extremely versatile except that it doesn’t take a cover. Also a 10- or 12-inch nonstick skillet for eggs, omelets, and sautéing without added fat.


• Cast-iron grill pan. 10 to 12 inches, with grill ribs. Great for stovetop grilling of steaks, chops, fish, vegetables, and even stone fruit such as peaches. This pan can easily end up as one of your favorite pieces because it adds big versatility to the smallest kitchen.


TIP: A square grill pan more easily accommodates foods than a round one.


• Pasta pot (7 to 8 quarts) with insert and cover. This pot can double as a stockpot, and with the insert can also serve as a steamer for vegetables or fish.


• Enameled cast-iron French or Dutch oven. 6 to 10 quarts. Get one big enough to be versatile but small enough for the size of your household. These pots are very heavy, so buy one you can lift safely when it’s full and hot from the oven.


[image: image]


• Porcelain or ceramic ovenproof rectangular pans. Approximately 1 to 3 quarts, about 8 by 12 inches, small enough to bake a gratin or apple crisp but big enough to roast a small chicken.


• Rimmed sheet pans (also called jelly-roll pans). Approximately 12 by 18 inches (called a half-sheet pan) and smaller at about 12 by 9 inches (a quarter-sheet pan), these can be among the most used in your kitchen. For more than baking cookies, this pan is perfect for roasting vegetables or meats, browning bones for stock, slow cooking tomatoes, and much more. You can even put a rack on it and roast a turkey. Buy a good one so that it doesn’t warp when it gets hot.


• Teakettle. I think it’s prudent to have one with a whistle.


Depending on how you cook, there are other pans you may consider essential. These include: roasting pan, wok, a big stockpot, cast-iron griddle (larger than a grill pan and with both smooth and ribbed surface), loaf pan, soufflé dish, or tagine.


As with knives, always buy the best quality you can afford and select pieces that you love and think are beautiful. It will only make you enjoy your cooking even more.


Tools, Utensils, and Gadgets


While we can make most meals with only a good knife, a wooden spoon, and a set of tongs, there are other essential tools that should be in any kitchen. After that it’s up to you to resist the lure of the kitchen gadget. You know what I’m talking about—the garlic peeler, the strawberry huller, the little articulated metal juicer shaped like a wedge of lemon. I won’t tell you to avoid gadget temptation because it’s so much fun, but before you fill your precious drawer space with tools you’ll rarely use, buy the essentials.


 


• Tongs. Metal with a spring action that lets the tongs work either open or closed.


• Wooden spoons and spatulas. Have as many as you have room for and try not to wash them in the dishwasher so that they last longer.


• Spatulas. Made from silicone for use in hot pans.


• Microplane zester. For grating cheese, lemon zest, chocolate, garlic, ginger.


• Box grater. For grating cheese, vegetables.


• Metal spoons with long handles (including a ladle). For soups, sauces, risottos, and basting.


• Instant-read thermometer. There’s no other way to know if a roast is properly done.


• Whisks. Two sizes—4 to 6 inches for salad dressings, 8 to 12 inches for whisking sauce, pudding, mayonnaise, and eggs.


• Vegetable peeler.


• Can opener. Mechanical or electric (I love my Zyliss mechanical opener).


• Wooden juice reamer. One of my favorite kitchen tools, a reamer makes it easy to produce fresh citrus juice by hand. If you don’t need a large quantity of juice, it’s faster than pulling out an electric juicer.


• Colander and strainer. One large and one medium; big enough for draining boiled pasta or grains or vegetables and for rinsing fruits and vegetables. Also one small with a fine mesh to strain lemon juice or brewed tea.


• Ice cream scoop. Get the kind with a spring action and you can use it for making meatballs, scooping cookie dough, and other kinds of mounds.


• Spider. Used in Asian and Italian cooking, this is essentially a sieve on a handle.


• Corkscrew.


• Bottle opener. Sometimes called a church key.


• Pliers. For pulling bones out of fish, plus they’re handy for fixing things in your apartment.


• Little bowls. To premeasure ingredients in a recipe-saving and timesaving step called mise en place (see page 43). Six-ounce Pyrex cups are perfect but any little bowls will do.


• Metal dry measuring cups. ¼-, ⅓-, ½-, and 1-cup measures.


• Glass liquid measuring cups. 1 cup, 4 cups. Ones by Pyrex are excellent.


• Salad spinner.


• Pepper mill. Get a good one that lets you adjust the milling as fine or coarse as you like it. I love my aluminum Perfex, made for decades in the same factory in Saint-Etienne, France. It costs more, but you’ll use it happily and forever.


• Saltcellar. A little dish to hold cooking salt, leaving the saltshaker for the dinner table.


• Butcher’s twine. Heavy-duty cotton string used to tie the legs of a whole chicken, tie up a roast, hold a bunch of asparagus together, or package a cheesecloth square of herbs. Make sure the string is 100% cotton or else it will melt in the oven.


• Parchment paper. Safely coated with silicone so it won’t burn at high temperatures, this versatile paper can be used to create an envelope in which to steam fish, line a sheet pan for roasting vegetables, or even make a little pastry bag. Once you start using it, you’ll use it often. It’s usually sold in supermarkets alongside waxed paper (which is not the same thing) and aluminum foil, or in cookware stores.


• Mixing bowls. For assembling recipes, two or three glass or metal bowls are very useful. One can be a countertop garbage holder while you prep ingredients.


TIP: Dry and liquid measuring cups are not interchangeable. Dry and liquid ingredients must be measured in a proper cup to avoid getting the wrong amount. One cup flour is not the same as one cup water.


Electric Appliances


 


• Coffee grinder. I have two: one for coffee beans and a second for grinding spices.


• Coffeemaker. I have been a devotee of my nonelectric Chemex drip coffeemaker for decades, but most people I know prefer an electric coffeemaker.


• Immersion blender. For some home cooks, this tool plus a blender means they don’t need a food processor.


• Blender.


• Food processor.


• Handheld mixer or stand mixer.


• Toaster oven. It’s more energy efficient than your oven and many do much more than make toast.


• Slow cooker. Some consider this irrelevant; for others it’s essential.


• Pressure cooker. Same as for slow cookers.


Optional Items


These are utensils and tools that are personal favorites, are needed for certain types of cooking, or may be otherwise idiosyncratic to you. But resist stocking up on gadgets you’ll rarely use; you’ll only fill up precious drawer space.


 


• Garlic press. Favorite of some cooks but scorned by others because it crushes the garlic.


• Wine and Champagne stoppers.


• Bulb baster. For turkeys, other roasts. I also use mine to help make tarte Tatin, pulling the caramelized sugar up from the bottom of the pan to baste the apples.


• Oven thermometer. If you have any doubt about how accurate your oven is (most are not—mine consistently runs 25°F hot), an oven thermometer, which usually costs less than $10, will let you know for sure.


• Canning tools. These include a large metal pot with a cover, a rack, large tongs for removing the hot jars, and all those jars, lids, and covers.


• Rolling pin. I love my heavy wooden one that I just rub with a little flour to make it nonstick, but the new silicone ones are also popular. Regardless which you choose, get one with some heft to help do the work.


• Pastry brush. To add an egg wash, brush off excess flour or cornmeal, brush melted butter or oil on roasting poultry, add an herbed oil to fish, or glaze a rack of ribs with barbecue sauce. It doesn’t have to be fancy—an inexpensive paintbrush works perfectly.




It’s Not the Cooking. It’s the Shopping.


Ten Tips for Buying the Best Ingredients


How to Buy Ingredients First and
Then Set a Menu








How to Cook from the Ingredients Up



Your cooking can only be as good as the ingredients you use. Our best chefs know this and spend as much time sourcing and choosing ingredients as they do cooking.


Likewise for us—the most important part of home cooking is not the making but the planning and the buying of ingredients. We have access to thousands of recipes, including the few more in this book I’ve added to the recipe universe. But once we know the food we want to cook, set a grocery budget, and have some self-awareness about our skill level, then comes the point at which many of us get flummoxed: planning a menu and buying groceries.


It’s Not the Cooking. It’s the Shopping.


Who hasn’t finished a long and busy day and, faced with the dilemma of what to make for dinner, given up and reached for the phone? Choosing what to cook can sometimes be just one too many decisions for the day. But with a little forward thinking, a stocked pantry, and a regular repertoire of familiar meals, everyday cooking can be a reward and not a burden.


Begin with a menu plan. At some point once a week think about your upcoming schedule and where and when you’ll be having your meals. Include lunches packed for work or school, breakfasts, and end-of-day meals that can be made in less than an hour. Sketch out a week’s menu and then take an inventory of ingredients in your refrigerator and freezer.


Get in the habit of making repeats. My mother, who made a satisfying and special dinner every night for my dad, brothers, and me, had a schedule of menus that she kept in rotation. We had fish every Friday, roast beef or chicken every Saturday, and once a week a vegetarian dinner. The familiarity was comforting for us as we each had our favorite dishes, but I now know it also made her life far easier.


Make a shopping list, then a shopping plan. Decide which ingredients you need to buy, where are the best places to get them, and when can you get the shopping done. This may mean combining a weekly online grocery order with Saturday morning at the farmers’ market and a couple of lunchtime errands to buy fresh fish or chicken in your work neighborhood, stashing the bags in your office refrigerator until the end of the workday. The trick is to integrate regular grocery shopping into your normal routine—then it won’t be burdensome.


Keep replenishing your pantry. We all have days when we have neither the time to shop nor the state of mind to even think about cooking until we get home exhausted and hungry. With the right items always on hand (see page 13 for pantry cooking), you can make a satisfying meal that will be much better than that day-old burrito from the steam table at the deli.


The same lessons apply to weekend cooking, making food for friends and family, and those big special events like holiday meals: come up with a plan, make a menu, reread recipes to make sure you have every ingredient on hand and to remind you of essential prep work (such as an overnight marinade), and then shop in advance.


It also comes down to this: as you watch your favorite TV chef pull together a tempting meal, appreciate that what you’re watching is the last 10% of the whole process. If the preceding 90%—the planning, shopping, cleaning, and prepping—isn’t done well, that last 10% won’t really matter.


Ten Tips for Buying the Best Ingredients


This is important: if you become a better grocery shopper, you will become a better cook.


Think about the big difference a small detail can make. Using salted instead of un-salted butter will change a sweet dessert. Grilling a shoulder cut of meat as you would a steak will produce a tough result; likewise make a stew from a rib-eye and it will be tasteless. Maple-flavored bacon will add an odd cast to spaghetti carbonara. An underripe peach will make a far less flavorful peach cobbler than one that is juicy with sweetness.
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