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To Ham,
I’m so lucky I get to spend my life messing up in the kitchen with you.
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Recipe Index


In each category, recipes are listed from light to heavy.

E = easy | I = intermediate | A = advanced | V = vegetarian (or can be with simple substitutions)

VV = vegan (or can be with simple substitutions)

GF = gluten-free (or can be with simple substitutions)


Salads



House Salad
E / VV / GF

Dill Pickle Cucumber Salad
E / VV / GF

Watermelon Chaat with Lime, Ginger & Cashew Clumps
E / V / GF

Hot & Tingly Smashed Cucumber Salad
E / VV / GF

Super-Savory Tomato Salad with Nori & Sesame
E / VV / GF

Citrus & Saffron with Bitter Lettuces
E / VV / GF

Greek-ish Cucumber Salad
E / V / GF

Collards & Corn with Ranch Dressing
E / V / GF

Waldorf Salad with Buttermilk Honey-Mustard Dressing
E / V / GF

Crisped Kale Salad with Candied Pecans & Maple Dressing
E / VV / GF

Quinoa Crunch Salad
E / VV / GF

Grated Beet & Crispy Chickpeas with Lemon, Oregano & Feta
E / V / GF

Bravas Potato Salad
E / V / GF

Soups



Stracciatella alla Romana (Italian Egg Drop Soup)
E / GF

Simple Chicken Noodle Soup
E

Honeynut & Miso Soup
E / VV / GF

Creamy Tomato Soup
E / VV / GF

Chicken Soup with Masa Dumplings
I / GF

Cauliflower & Coconut Soup
E / VV / GF

Eggs



Boiled Eggs
E / V / GF

Teeny Creamy Curds
E / V / GF

Big Fluffy Egg Clouds
E / V / GF

Silky Marbled Ribbons
E / V / GF

Crispy-Edged, Oil-Basted, Blistered Eggs
E / V / GF

Sunny-Side Up, Over-Easy, Over-Medium & Over-Hard
E / V / GF

Tender Poached Eggs with Runny Yolks
E / V / GF

Frizzled Desi Omelet with Onion & Chilies
E / V / GF

Chili-Blistered Egg over Brothy Beans with Fish Sauce & Lime
E / GF

Spicy Tomato Sauce Poached Eggs with Beans, Greens & Tortillas
E / V / GF

Make-Ahead Steamed Egg Sandwiches with Tartar Sauce
I / V

Çilbir (Poached Eggs over Labne with Chili Oil)
I / V

Classic French Omelet
A / V / GF

Four Fat Jammy Egg Tacos
E / V / GF

Deviled Egg Dip
E / V / GF

Fancy Weekend Scramble with Pepper Bacon & One Big Pancake
A

Vegetables



Everything Seasoned Broccoli
E / V / GF

Hot & Tingly Cabbage
E / VV / GF

Caesar-ish Little Gems
E / GF

Brothy & Garlicky Pea Leaves
E / VV / GF

Sticky Spicy Carrots
E / V / GF

Blistered Carrots with Carrot Top Salsa Verde
E / V / GF

Fluffy Kabocha with Tahini Almond Sauce
E / VV

Tofu & Bok Choy with Ginger Garlic Scallion Sauce
E / VV / GF

Fancy Restaurant–Style Glazed Potatoes
E / GF

Turmeric Potatoes with a Whole Lotta Lemon
E / V / GF

Loaded Sweet Potatoes with Vegan Queso
E / VV / GF

Cabbage & Yuba with Spicy Peanut Dressing
E / VV / GF

Braised Eggplant with Parm Vibes
E / V / GF

Coconut Cauliflower Korma
I / VV / GF

Broccoli & Cheese Galette
A / V

Rice



Perfect Pot of Steamed Rice
E / VV / GF

Black Sesame & Nori Rice Pilaf
E / GF

Tomato & Turmeric Rice Pilaf
E / VV / GF

Coconut & Pea Rice Pilaf
E / VV / GF

Chicken-y Chive Rice Pilaf
E / GF

Korma-ish Rice Pilaf
E / V / GF

Ginger & Turmeric Rice Porridge with Cilantro Chutney
E / VV / GF

Zhaleh’s Classic Saffron-Stained Tahdig
A / V / GF

Double Dill Tahdig
A / V / GF

Summer Corn Tahdig
A / V / GF

Charred Lemon Risotto
E / V / GF

Pasta, Grains & Beans



Basic Pot of Creamy Legumes
E / VV / GF

Cannellini Beany Melt
E / V / GF

The Creamiest Polenta
E / VV / GF

Chilled Green Tahini Soba
I / VV

Taco Party Black Beans
E / VV / GF

Brothy Black Lentils with Dandelion Greens & Tons of Toasted Garlic
E / V

Cheesy Macaroni Pomodoro
E / V

Spaghetti with Zucchini, Pecorino & Mint
I / V

Chickpea & Swiss Chard Stew
E / VV / GF

Baked White Beans with Dates
E / VV

Seafood



Broiler-Popped Oysters with Tomato Butter
E / GF

Snappy Shrimp with Punch-You-in-the-Face Cocktail Sauce
I / GF

Mayo & Sardines on Toast
E

Steamed Mussels with Sake & Coconut
E / GF

Saffron Cod in a Packet
E / GF

Seared Scallops with Pepperoni, Sungolds & Corn
I / GF

Crispy-Skinned Salmon with Radishes & Nuoc Cham
E / GF

Broiled Whole Fish with Limey Cabbage Slaw
E / GF

Stuffed Squid with Sofrito & Saffron
A / GF

Meat



I Promise It’s Good! Poached Chicken Breast
E / GF

Classic Curried Chicken Salad
E / GF

Hainanese-Inspired Chicken Rice
I / GF

Bisteeya-Inspired Phyllo Chicken Pie
I

Broiler Turkey Meatballs in Perky Puttanesca Sauce
I / GF

Seared & Braised Chicken Thighs with Zucchini & Salsa Verde
E / GF

Brothy Same-Day Slow-Roast Whole Chicken
E / GF

Monday Chicken Dinner for Winners
I / GF

Broiler Lamb Kofta with All the Fixin’s
I / GF

(Any) Steak & Salad Dinner
I / GF

Braised Short Ribs with Anchovy & So Much Garlic
I / GF

Savory Breads



Cheese Twists
A / V

Thin & Chewy Roti
E / V

Corn Tortillas
E / VV / GF

Perfectly Puffy Pitas
I / VV

Za’atar Manakeesh
E / VV

Flaky Brown Butter Lachha Paratha
I / V

Crusty No-Knead Focaccia (& How to Make It Pizza)
E / VV

Squishy No-Knead White Bread
A / V

Spiced Potato-Filled Steamed Buns
A / V

Parker House Rolls
A / V

Bacon Fat Rolls with L & T
A

Lemon, Pecorino & Potato Pizza
E / V

Charred Greens & Vegan Queso Pizza
E / VV

Classic Red Sauce Pizza
E / V

Sauces & Sprinkles



Nutty & Salty Gunpowder Spice for Dunking, Sprinkling & Fun-Dipping
E / VV / GF

Sweet Peanut & Cinnamon Fun Dip
E / VV

Funky Cashew & Shrimp Fun Dip
E / GF

Cool Pistachio Ranch Fun Dip
E / VV / GF

Citrus Raitha
E / V / GF

Onion Raitha Dip
E / V / GF

Sweet, Smoky & Hot Raitha
E / V / GF

Punch-You-in-the-Face Cocktail Sauce
E / GF

Ranch Dressing (aka The Only Dressing That Matters)
E / V / GF

Green Goddess Dressing
E / VV / GF

Tahini Almond Sauce
E / VV

Ginger Garlic Scallion Sauce
E / VV / GF

Vegan Queso
E / VV / GF

Homemade Mayonnaise (Is Worth It)
I / V / GF

Dijonnaise
I / V / GF

Saffron Mayonnaise
I / V / GF

Tartar Sauce
I / V / GF

Crispy Shallots
I / VV / GF

Cookies



Pecan Praline Meringue Cookies
E / V / GF

Light & Crisp Butter Cookies
I / V

Basic Shortbread (That You Can Make Unbasic)
E / VV

Creamsicle Shortbread
E / VV

Sweet & Salty Nigella Shortbread
E / VV

Chocolate Chip Shortbread
E / V

Slice & Bake Shortbread
E / VV

Fruity Doodle Cookies
E / V

Add-Anything Drop Cookies
E / V

Lisa Frank Cookies
E / V

Frito Marshmallow Cookies
E / V

Spiced Oatmeal Pecan Date Cookies
E / V

Crumbly Hazelnut Smooches with Dark Chocolate
E / VV / GF

Walnut Brown Butter Chocolate Chip Cookies
I / V

Sugar & Spice Spirals
A / V

Bars



Future Brownies
E / VV / GF

Creamy Lemon Squares with Brown Butter Crust
E / V

Creamsicle Bars
E / V

Mix & Match Jammy Cookie Bars
E / VV

Strawberry Pop-Tarts Bars
E / VV

Chocolate Date Pecan Bars
E / V

Citrus Bars
E / VV

Matcha Lemon Bars
E / V

Pretzel & Molasses Butterscotch Bars
I / VV

Cakes



Raspberry & Chocolate Icebox Cake
E / V / GF

Banoffee Icebox Cake
E / V / GF

Black Forest Icebox Cake
E / V / GF

Strawberry Cheesecake Icebox Cake
E / V / GF

Cardamom Pistachio Cake with Mango Whipped Cream
A / V / GF

Chocolate Hazelnut Roll Cake
A / V / GF

Coconut Rum Layer Cake
A / V / GF

(Better Than Drake’s) Coffee Cake
A / V

Masa & Buttermilk Tres Leches
E / V / GF

A Very Banana-y Banana Bread
I / V / GF

Fruit & Nut Spelt Breakfast Muffins
E / V

Fallen Chocolate Soufflé Cake
E / V / GF

Strawberries & Cream Cake
A / V

Lemon Poppy Seed Cake
A / V

Blueberry Pancake Cake
A / V

Funfetti Cake with Rose Sprinkles
A / V

Mint Chocolate Chip Cake
A / V

Coconut Caramel Cake
A / V

Mocha Cake
A / V

Peanut Butter & Chocolate Cake
A / V

Pies



Classic Key Lime Pie
E / V / GF

Grasshopper Pie
E / V / GF

S’mores Ice Cream Pie
E / V / GF

Turtle Pie
E / V / GF

Mud Pie
E / V / GF

Cherry Pumpernickel Pie
A / V

Chocolate Pudding Pie for Grown-Ups
E / V / GF

Puddings



Grapefruit on Grapefruit
E / V / GF

Fruit on the Bottom Coconut Mahalabia
E / VV / GF

Vanilla Bean Panna Cotta with Balsamic Vinegar
E / GF

Lemon Thyme Posset with Honey & Strawberries
E / V / GF

Golden Saffron Flan
A / V / GF

Fruit Custard
A / V / GF

Cream Buns with Jam
I / V

Baked Maple Yogurt with Granola & Grapes
E / V / GF

Burnt Basque Cheesecake with Ripe Stone Fruit
E / V / GF

Pastries & Treats



Vanilla Pavlova with Cocoa & Citrus
E / V / GF

Strawberries & Cream Pavlova
E / V / GF

Saffron & Mango Pavlova
E / V / GF

Lemon & Blueberry Pavlova
E / V / GF

Olive Oil Semifreddo with Dark Chocolate Chips
I / V / GF

Mint Chocolate Chip Semifreddo
I / V / GF

Honey Vanilla Semifreddo
I / V / GF

Coffee Semifreddo
I / V / GF

White Chocolate Macadamia Mousse
A / V / GF

Vanilla-Glazed Donuts
A / V

Maple Bars
A / V

Almond Toffee Popcorn
I / V / GF

Bitter Mocha Honeycomb over Buttery SkyFlakes
I / VV

Twice-Baked Caramelized Cashew Baklava
I / V

Classic Peanut Brittle
E / VV / GF

Cashew Cardamom Brittle
E / VV / GF

Pepita & Chili Brittle
E / VV / GF

Any Kinda Sesame Halva
A / VV / GF

Better Than a Peanut Butter Cup Halva
A / VV / GF

Classic Halva with Pistachio, Cardamom & Rose
A / VV / GF

Almond Joy Halva
A / VV / GF

Base Pastry Recipes



Base Sprinkles
I / V

Basic Crumble (That You Can Make Unbasic)
E / VV

Funfetti Crumble
E / VV

Brown Butter Cinnamon Pecan Crumble
E / V

Matcha Almond Crumble
E / VV

Maple Coconut Crumble
E / VV

Corny Crumble
E / VV

Lemon Curd
E / V / GF

Grapefruit Curd
E / V / GF

Lime Curd
E / V / GF

Pomegranate Curd
E / V / GF

Blueberry Curd
E / V / GF

Buttermilk Lemon Curd
E / V / GF

Vanilla Bean Pastry Cream
I / V / GF

Base Swiss Meringue Buttercream
A / V / GF

Base Yellow Cake
A / V

Nut Praline
E / VV / GF

The Best Fudge Ever (aka Cocoa Nib Praline)
I / V / GF

Coconut Caramel
E / VV / GF

Rough Puff Pastry
A / V

Cheddar Cheese Rough Puff Pastry
A / V

Pumpernickel Rough Puff Pastry
A / V




Foreword

By Samin Nosrat

Right now, you’re holding the book I wish someone had handed me when I began my own journey as a cook. Instead, I was given a list, thirty titles long, of books filled with terms like daube and brunoise, with which to familiarize myself. It was unbelievably intimidating. I could hardly distinguish between parsley and cilantro, and suddenly I had to learn all the French names for everything in the kitchen, too. Not knowing what else to do, I began to cook.

It took me years of cooking from books and in a professional setting to really understand the hows and whys of the kitchen. Because there was no one to take me gently by the hand and teach me how to cook without judgment, with kindness, humor, and confidence. Because there was no Sohla yet.

Typically, the best we can hope for from a cookbook is clear enough instruction to guide us to our destination—a treasure map. But that doesn’t really teach us to cook. It teaches us only to follow directions. The real challenge of a teacher, whether in person or on the page, is to empower students to think for themselves, to understand what is happening, and why, so that they can correct course when things go wrong—as they always do. Or so that they can fearlessly apply the lessons they’ve learned about cooking chicken on the stove to the campfire. Or so that they can look at a winter squash at the grocery store and see a perfectly suitable substitution for spring asparagus.

With this book, Sohla El-Waylly does all of that, and more. Whether you’re a total novice or have your own chef’s coat and knife roll, Start Here has something to teach you. We are the lucky beneficiaries of her decades of expertise, practice, and failure in the kitchen, of her boundless curiosity, and, of course, of her limitless generosity as a teacher. I, for one, have been bowled over by Sohla’s extensive pastry know-how (I finally know why my chocolate pudding turns runny after it appears set! Hallelujah!). Sohla has improved my cooking, and I guarantee she will improve yours, too.

Start Here isn’t a treasure map. Sohla isn’t a cartographer. She is a master alchemist, and this is the manual that will teach you how to confidently craft your own treasure, each and every time you enter the kitchen.





START HERE



00

Introduction
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Introduction

I look like someone who would have done well in school. I don’t know if it’s the glasses, sharp bob haircut, model minority myth, or some combo of all the above, but people assume I was that girl in the front row with my hand always up. The truth is, I almost didn’t graduate high school due to an excess of absences, I dropped out of college in my freshman year (don’t worry, aunties, I eventually went back), and I nearly failed my final culinary school exam because I didn’t know how to read an analog clock and thought I had an extra thirty minutes for the test.

I always struggled to learn the way I was supposed to learn, whether in the high school geography class I had to repeat or in a restaurant kitchen following a chef’s blunt commands. Blindly memorizing state capitals or the steps to making rice pilaf doesn’t work for me; it feels like trying to retain sentences in a language I don’t speak. The teachers who taught me lessons that stuck were the ones who gave me context. Did you know that the capital of Alaska is named after Joseph Juneau, because he bribed some folks with booze to name it after him? Or that by toasting rice in fat before adding liquid (in a process called parching) you deactivate the surface starches, which ensures a clump-free, fluffy pilaf? But there’s rarely time for that in a professional kitchen. When I first started cooking, I was taught to follow strict orders: laminate the pasta three times, bloom the gelatin in cold water, pat the steak dry before searing. But I don’t know, maybe because I’m a naturally curious person or just have a problem with authority, I’ve never been satisfied with being told to just follow the rules. I needed to learn the whys, so I could confidently figure out the hows and whats. I mean, now I’ll never forget the capital of Alaska or the most important step in making a pilaf, and you probably won’t either.

Once I learned this fun fact about myself, I couldn’t stop learning fun facts: You laminate pasta dough in order to weave the gluten network so that cooked noodles have a better chew. You bloom gelatin in cold water so it hydrates evenly and dissolves without any lumps. You pat a steak dry before searing because browning is slowed down in the presence of moisture. Digging a little deeper doesn’t just make me the smartass everyone already assumed I was (although some of my former chefs might disagree), it allows me to understand bigger concepts that can be applied to countless dishes rather than trying to memorize a bunch of random commands for one recipe.

My stubborn way of thinking ended up being the superpower that’s helped me teach and train countless cooks throughout my years as



You’re Gonna Mess Up, but It’s Gonna Be Okay
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How to Use This Book

Each chapter in this book focuses on one fundamental technique. Before each group of recipes is a lesson in which I’ll walk you through everything you need to know about that technique, while the recipes that follow offer a way to practice what you’ve learned. The chapters are organized in the order I believe they are best taught, while the recipes in each chapter are in order of difficulty. But I’m not you, so it might make more sense for you to do things your own way.

Easy recipes are fast, require few ingredients, and are a good way to get to know a new technique. Intermediate recipes require more time and skill, and advanced recipes are for when you’ve got a technique down and are ready to push yourself. Or course, you can jump around and make whatever you want without reading the lesson. The headnotes will have any special info you might need. Check out the Recipe Index (page viii) to peruse all the recipes in the book and the Putting It All Together section (page 549) at the end for menu ideas and game plans.

Cooking from Both Sides

In most cookbooks, dessert gets one puny chapter, unless it’s a separate desserts-only book. This is the first cookbook to give savory and pastry equal billing. I believe that it’s by learning how to cook everything—sweet, savory, and in-between—that I’ve become adept and creative in the kitchen. If you think you’re a savory- or pastry-only person, join me and give the other side a try. Cooking savory food is all about touch, feel, and improvisation, while pastry requires precision and focus. Bring the two together and you’ll start cooking the same way a skilled jazz musician riffs with their band, confidently weaving everything you know together. You’ll become more patient and aware while cooking savory food, while relying more on your instincts when baking.

When I started working in restaurants, I kicked things off as a line cook working on savory stuff. The savory cooks I worked with took pride in how little they knew about dessert, bragging that they’d never even baked so much as a chocolate chip cookie. I worked for chefs who believed that pastry required no skills and was just about following a recipe—anyone who could read could do it. They thought pastry was a place for girls to follow the rules and stay in their lane, while cooking savory on the line was a masculine endeavor, a demanding art form requiring years to perfect. I don’t think the cooks and chefs spewing this nonsense realized that these beliefs were actually just stunting their own development.

Over and over again, I found myself the only girl in the kitchen, so pastry kept trickling into my life. I would get hired as a line cook, but if the pastry team was swamped or someone didn’t show, they’d throw me onto the other side. I learned how to prep and roast cases of whole chickens right alongside mixing and piping a thousand pâte à choux. I’d be cleaning chicken livers and beef tongue one minute, then tempering chocolate and rolling truffles the next. The men in the kitchen probably thought they were getting rid of me, but it actually gave me a leg up.

Savory and pastry seem to require opposing skill sets, temperaments, and equipment, but by learning how to do it all you’ll develop a lifetime of unmatchable skills.

Tips for Cooking Through a Recipe

1. Read through the entire recipe before you get going—a couple of times if it’s an unfamiliar or advanced technique. I recommend getting in there with a highlighter and pen and marking the whole thing up.

2. If you’re cooking through more than one recipe, make a game plan (page xxxi).

3. Serving sizes are personal. My estimates are based on how my guests and I typically eat, but you might need more or less for you and your people. Keep in mind that the more dishes you make per meal, the more servings you’ll get from each item.

4. I recommend you measure by either volume or weight depending on the specific recipe. For most savory cooking, extreme precision not only can slow you down, but also dampen your instincts, so in those cases I prefer volume and eyeballing certain ingredients. Pastry, on the other hand, requires precision, so I recommend you use a scale and measure in grams most of the time. I don’t offer weights for pastry recipes in nonmetric units (like ounces and pounds) because decimal points are annoying and far too many folks confuse ounces with fluid ounces. For ingredients under 1 tablespoon, unless you have a microscale, volume is significantly more accurate. (Really! The average scale is accurate only to the nearest 2 grams, which is enough to throw off the leavening in cake.) I’ll always list my preferred measurement first, with an alternative listed second if applicable.

5. Rely on sensory cues more than time cues. Your kitchen and equipment are different from mine, and every ingredient is unique. Use touch, smell, sight, and sound to determine doneness instead of just a timer.

6. Don’t forget to taste early and often.


Want Extra Credit?

Evaluate your dishes after you cook them. Do you like the final taste, aroma, and texture? How could it be better? Leave yourself notes so the next time you make the recipe you’ve got all that knowledge to grow from. And do make a recipe more than once. Practice is the only way to get better.


Why I Love a Game Plan

As a professional cook, I was always late. I worked at a tasting-menu-only restaurant in Tribeca, where management had no patience for tardiness. We had to be in the kitchen, whites on and knives sharp, at 10 a.m., no exceptions. Service started at 6, but our stations needed to be set up and prepped by 4:30. The best cook would actually be ready at 4. (He liked to take 30 minutes to style his hair before service.) If you’ve ever worked in a restaurant, you know that this is not normal. What’s normal is scrambling till the very last moment, cleaning vegetables and portioning meat, right until the first ticket prints—and sometimes even after things get cranking. Here, cooks had to be totally RTG (ready to go) by 4:30 so we could gather around the pass and take a minute to unwind before the long service ahead.

I never made it to the preservice matcha, instead rushing to churn ice cream at 4:15, pick herbs at the pass at 4:35, and get my plates lined up at 4:45. I didn’t understand why being so ready so early was so important, but I was sick of being the only one who didn’t make it on time. I wanted some damn matcha, too. I needed to prove to the rest of the cooks (and myself) that I could be set up on time. So every morning on the train to work, I’d break down my day into 15-minute increments (yes, including bathroom breaks). I’d start by writing a list of everything I needed to do before my 4:30 deadline and how long each task should take. Clean scallops—22 minutes. Portion beef tartar—15 minutes. Trim and blanch cabbage leaves—35 minutes. Next, I’d organize the list to make sure I was moving as efficiently as possible. Setting myself up to do all my veg prep at once, before moving on to sauces and vinaigrettes, and planning my blender tasks in one shot to minimize wasted movement.

I finally did get fast and organized enough to set up on time, and it made me more than just efficient. Now, cooking at home, by not wasting my thoughts on what I’m going to do next, I can target all my energy into what I’m doing right now. I can focus more intently, be deliberate and precise with my actions, and ultimately make better food. I no longer plan my day in 15-minute increments (most of the time), but I still make a game plan before cooking anything, whether it’s a quick weekday breakfast or a multicourse dinner party. Taking even the briefest moment to figure out what I’m going to do makes all my cooking better.


How to Make a Game Plan

1. Zoom out and take an overhead view of all the steps in all the dishes you’re making. Then break the recipes apart and weave them back together into one mega recipe. (For an example of this, check out the Fancy Weekend Scramble recipe on page 94.)

2. Think about how you can make your movements more efficient:


	What can you prep in advance?

	Make use of inactive time: You don’t always have to do all your cleaning/prepping first. For example, get something sautéing while you chop stuff for the next step.

	Group together similar tasks, like vegetable prep, brining proteins, or making sauces and vinaigrettes.

	Think about how long each task takes—long cooking steps should start first while quick sautés should be last. And make dessert and breads in advance whenever possible.



3. Don’t ever get too set into a game plan. Mistakes happen, steps get overlooked, so always be flexible enough to adapt as you cook.
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Things to Have

These are the essentials that I think every home cook should own—eventually. If you’re starting from scratch, buying all these items will be a significant investment, so don’t feel like you must get everything right away, or at all. Most of the recipes in this book don’t need any special equipment. However, if you take the time to build out your kitchen with these items, you’ll be set up to cook almost anything. I’ve purchased most of my kitchen equipment at restaurant supply stores, auctions, and thrift stores. The great thing about high-quality kitchen equipment is that it lasts forever. You can scrub and reseason a rusty Lodge cast-iron skillet, sand down the nicks on a Boos cutting board, or polish up an old All-Clad saucepan. So with the exception of easily damaged items, like scales and thermometers, buying secondhand is often my first choice.

Core Tools

Oven Thermometer

If you buy one thing, it should be an oven thermometer. I don’t care how fancy or new your oven is, I bet you anything it isn’t the temperature it claims to be. I always keep a cheap analog oven thermometer hanging off the back of the center rack and check it after my oven has heated. My oven is always off by at least 10°F, not enough to affect a slow-braised short rib, but total disaster for a layer cake.

Kitchen Scale

When I was a kid, my dream was to own a pocket-sized television. All I wished for was to watch The Fresh Prince of Bel-Air alone in a corner when my parents dragged me to weekly dinner parties. Now, we live in a world where somehow my wildest childhood fantasy has come true, but people are still baking without a scale. The technology is readily available. You can order a backlit digital scale accurate to the gram right now and it will be on your doorstep in two days. By the time this book is published, it will probably be delivered by drone. And yet, many American cooks still fumble around with cups and spoons while asking Alexa how many tablespoons are in a pound.

I was once like you. When I first started cooking, something about using a scale made baking and pastry seem scarier. I always knew that baking wasn’t something I could just wing, but having a tool with buttons and an LCD display in the kitchen really hammered it home. But once you get the hang of using a scale, I promise it’s faster, easier, and (obviously) more accurate. For a hardy affordable scale, I recommend the Escali Primo scale, but if you want to level it up, reach for the Oxo Good Grips scale.

Fine-Mesh Sieves

These are a pastry must for sifting and dusting, but also to take your savory soups and sauces to the next level by ensuring they are lump-free and silky smooth. I like to have an assortment of sizes for anything from tiny tasks like dusting cookies with powdered sugar to hefty ones for straining out chicken wings after simmering for bone broth. If you have it in your budget to buy just one, choose a large and sturdy sieve that can tackle any task. Look for a sieve that’s one solid metal piece rather than having a separately attached handle, which can break off after prolonged use.

Mixing Bowls

I think you know why you need these. Get as many as you can store and be sure to have at least one really big bowl. I always stick with stainless steel bowls because glass in a kitchen is risky (why do you think all chefs drink out of plastic deli containers?).

Salad Spinner

I lived a long time without a salad spinner. I’d just shove my washed greens into a clean pillowcase and take them for a whirl over my head. But let me tell you, owning one is awesome. No more wet ceilings or splatters across the TV mean I spin-dry more often, everything from button mushrooms to veggies with nooks and crannies, like broccoli or cauliflower. Without all that excess water slowing them down, they sear and sauté faster.

Sheet Pans & Racks

You can never have too many sheet pans. Not only are they a must-have for baking cookies and sheet cakes, but they’re also perfect for roasting vegetables and meats—I don’t even own a roasting pan. Sheet pans keep me organized while I prep, giving me a place to stage all my mise en place. And the combo of sheet pan and wire rack is absolutely necessary when dry-brining meat, resting a steak, or draining fried items. Unlike cookie sheets and the like, sheet pans come in standard sizes, allowing them to stack easily and fit wire racks seamlessly. Half-sheet pans (the ones that are 18 × 13 inches/46 × 33 cm) are the ones that fit in a standard home oven, but I love having stacks on stacks of quarter- and eighth-sheet pans for tasks like toasting nuts, baking one cookie on-demand, and organizing my tools (and office supplies, and makeup, and dog medication …). Look for ones made of heavy-gauge aluminum with rolled edges, which are less likely to warp over time.

Stiff Silicone Spatula

Not a flimsy silicone spatula. A rigid, heatproof silicone spatula from a restaurant supply store won’t come in cute colors or have any style, but it’ll stand by you for years. The solid design can handle tough tasks, like scraping up every speck of the browned bits that develop during searing, and offers enough give to curve into the arc of a bowl.

Angle-Tipped Tiny Spatula

These have become my go-to for almost every task, even ones that they aren’t well designed for, like stirring a full Dutch oven’s worth of thick stew. What they are made for is getting you into tough spots—scrape that last bit of peanut butter out of a jar or scooch under the blade of a blender so nothing’s left behind. I use one anytime I need to stir with precision, like when I’m swirling the eggs in a classic French omelet (page 91).

Mini Offset Spatula

It flips! It spreads! It smooshes! The thin, sturdy blade on this mighty 4½-inch (11.4-cm) spreader can frost a cake, butter toast, and flip small items, like planks of seared tofu or mini pancakes.

Fish Spatula

Conventional rectangular metal spatulas have short heads and squat bodies, giving you less area for flipping and making it hard to get into tight spots. That type of spatula isn’t designed for a pan. Instead, it belongs on a flattop griddle, slinging around large volumes of food like hash browns and carne asada—and for the home cook, it’s truly only useful for pressing ground beef flat into smash burgers. If you want to cook something other than a burger, stick to the more agile fish spatula instead. Fish spatulas have flexible, long slotted heads designed to slide under delicate fillets of fish. Their blade-like angled edge can maneuver in crowded skillets, easily flipping a dozen sunny-side eggs over easy.

Big Spoons (Holey and Not-Holey)

The fastest way to feel like a five-star chef is by butter-basting something with a big spoon. Kunz spoons are the industry standard. Their large heads and short handles give you the control to precisely plate sauces and purees, while slotted versions are great for poaching, frying, testing pasta, or scooping a boiled egg out of water.

Whisk

Whisks come in all shapes and sizes and each has its own special power. Sturdy, coiled Danish whisks are masters at mixing bread dough, while the rounded tines of a ball whisk get into the tight corners of a pot or splay open across a skillet while scrambling eggs. Narrow French whisks were born to mix smooth béchamels and whip up fluffy meringues. Depending on what you cook most in your kitchen, it might be useful to own a range of whisks for various tasks, but if you want one whisk to rule them all, a balloon whisk is the way to go. While not the best for getting into corners or mixing especially thick doughs, it’s a solid choice for just about everything else.

Tweezer Tongs

There are a lot of tools from my fancy restaurant days that I can’t imagine using now. Dressing a salad with single-use pipettes? Who was I kidding! But one thing I’ll never let go of is my tweezer tongs. They grip, grab, flip, and turn like the snappiest, clackiest tongs, but with the precision and delicate touch of—you guessed it—tweezers.

Cake Tester

Don’t let the name fool you, what cake testers excel at is helping you judge the doneness of meat, fish, and vegetables. The slick metal probe doesn’t allow cake crumbs to adhere to it, so you’re better off sticking to toothpicks and your fingers for your cake-testing needs.

Kitchen Towels

I like a novelty alligator pot holder as much as the next person, but nothing brings a smile to my face more than a towering stack of blue-striped cotton kitchen towels. These are the ones restaurant pros use for nearly everything, from moving hot sheet pans out of the oven to wiping down the entire kitchen at the end of every night. They are delicate enough to polish glassware but sturdy enough to survive countless wash cycles. Oh, and super cheap, so get plenty.

Plastic Bowl Scraper

Whether I’m cooking or baking, I always keep a bowl scraper by my side. It can do everything a metal bench scraper can do, the wide blade can scoop chopped onions from cutting board to skillet, but because it’s flexible, you can also use it to fold and scrape doughs.

Spider

Nothing is better at scooping pasta and eggs out of boiling water, and it’s a must-have every time you fry, safely and quickly lifting French fries and frito misto out of bubbling hot oil.

Deli Containers

Deli containers come in 1-cup, 1-pint, and 1-quart sizes. I have a full shelf dedicated to them and can’t live without them. They are the ultimate kitchen workhorse. Yes, obviously, you can store stuff in them, but for a long time deli containers also stepped in as my glassware, plateware, and serviceware. I’ve moved up in the world and now own plates, but nothing beats them for portioning, prepping, and storage. Oh, and did I mention they stack, have universal lids, and are endlessly reuseable! In the Make-Ahead Steamed Egg Sandwiches (page 84), they’re ideal for steaming the egg cakes into the perfect size and shape for sandwich stacking. You can buy them online, in restaurant supply stores, or save them from your takeout.

Wooden Cutting Boards

Cutting boards come in a wide range of materials from marble to glass to stoneware, but I recommend you stick to plastic or wood. The fastest way to dull your knife is to rock it against a hard surface, like marble or glass. Not to mention, your knife is more likely to slip and slide, adding unnecessary risk to mealtime.

Plastic and wooden boards are durable while offering a little give beneath the blade, keeping your knives sharper longer. Between plastic or wood, I’m wood all the way. They may not be dishwasher safe, but if you take care of a good wooden board it will last forever and be a beautiful addition to your kitchen. Any deep scratches that develop over time can always be sanded away, while a plastic board will need to be replaced after suffering too many lacerations. But if you like the convenience of a lightweight dishwasher-safe board, then plastic might be for you.

I have three wooden cutting boards, a papa bear, a mama bear, and a baby bear. The big papa (24 × 36 inches/61 × 91 cm) is my go-to board for almost everything, almost all of the time. It allows me to sprawl out my prep, slicing and piling onions in one corner while grating cheese on the opposite. I can set up all my mise en place for an average meal on it, so cleanup is just a quick rinse or thorough wipe down. Because this board sees a lot of action, I prefer one that’s at least 1½ inches thick (but thicker is better), which is less likely to warp and offers plenty of girth to sand down over time as needed.

The medium board (13 × 18 inches/33 × 46 cm) is reserved for breaking down raw meat and fish—the smaller size makes it easier to scrub down in a sink. Contrary to popular belief, research has shown that plastic cutting boards are not safer for butchering raw proteins. Wood has natural antibacterial properties making it difficult for bacteria to live on its surface. Because the surface is porous, through capillary action, bacteria is pulled into the board where it starves and dies. However, a plastic cutting board with lots of deep cuts and slashes (which can easily develop over time) gives bacteria places to lurk and thrive. The best way to prevent contamination is to always use a separate board for raw meat and sanitize it and the surrounding surfaces before continuing with any other prep.

My little baby board (6 ×10 inches/15 × 25 cm) is great for a last-minute lemon wedge or to slice up an apple snack. It’s my in-between-meals board when I don’t want to get the big one messy. It also steps in for the dirty tasks, like mincing fresh turmeric or chopping beets, to keep the main board stain-free.


Cutting Board Maintenance

Moisturize!

Once a month I spend some quality time, just me and my cutting board family. Wood is porous and kind of alive—it expands and contracts, absorbs moisture and dries out. Without any TLC even the best wooden cutting board can crack, warp, or even rot from the inside. Luckily, all you need to prevent all of that is monthly moisturization.

1. Start with a clean and dry board: Using a soft dish sponge, scrub clean with dish soap. Remove any tough stains with a mixture of baking soda and water. Never use any harsh abrasives like bleach or steel wool. Rinse and then dry the board with a towel and leave it standing on its edge to fully dry. (If you can, it’s best to store your board standing on its edge when not in use so moisture doesn’t fester underneath.) When washing your board, be sure to wet both sides. This ensures that both sides are equally moist and dry at the same rate to prevent warping.

2. Apply a generous layer of food-grade mineral oil: Lay the board flat so excess oil doesn’t run off, and use your hands to spread a thick layer of mineral oil all over one side, rubbing into the edges and any grooves. Why mineral oil? Unlike most other oils, such as canola, olive, or coconut, mineral oil is totally flavorless and won’t grow rancid over time.

3. Give it time to soak in: Let it sit for a few hours and preferably overnight to drink in as much oil as possible.

4. Buff and repeat: Use a towel to rub away any excess oil the board didn’t soak up. Next, buff the board, rubbing in any last remnants of oil. It should not feel slick or greasy when you’re done. Flip and repeat on the other side.

• Level up: To give your board an almost velvety feel, after oiling both sides, rub them down with board cream. Board cream is a mixture of food-grade mineral oil and beeswax that you can purchase or make yourself. Using a towel, rub a thin, even layer all over the board. No need to wipe it off after.
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Cookware

6- to 8-Quart Enameled Cast-Iron Dutch Oven

These thick-walled pots are excellent at retaining heat, just what you need for deep brown sears and keeping fryer oil at the right temperature. The heavy, snug-fitting lid minimizes evaporation, making the Dutch oven any moist cooking method’s best friend. Simmering beans, braises, and stews are all easier because you won’t need to top them off with water as much (or at all) compared with braising in a pot with a lightweight stainless steel lid. Dutch ovens can range wildly in price, but you’re really just paying for looks, so pick the one that fits your style and budget. If you’re not picky about color, you can often find last season’s colors available for sale online and at thrift stores.

10-Inch (25-cm) Stainless Steel Skillet

Most of my sautéing and searing happens in a cast-iron skillet, but I keep a stainless steel skillet around for when I’m cooking something that needs a lot of tossing, like a stir-fry or sautéed mushrooms. The sloped sides allow food to flip in the pan while the light weight keeps it easy on the forearms.

3-Quart Stainless Steel Saucier

This rounded-bottom saucepot allows whisks and spatulas to get flush into corners, making it the perfect pan for soft scrambled eggs, custards, and béchamel. Many home cooks haven’t gotten to know this pan, but it’s up there for me, right next to my cast-iron skillet. Look for one with a heavy bottom and sturdy construction, like the ones made by All-Clad, Misen, or Made In, so it can handle all that metal on metal whisking action without a single scratch.

8-Inch (20-cm) Nonstick Skillet

No matter how well-seasoned I keep my cast-iron skillets, they can’t do what a nonstick skillet can. High-quality, heavy, nonstick pans don’t scratch or flake easily, so they can handle sitting in a stack among other pans and even delicate use with metal tools. I like the small size because it’s perfect for a classic 3-egg French omelet and for cooking 2 eggs any way you like.

Bamboo Steamer

When I’m in a hurry, I reach for my tiered bamboo steamer. There’s no faster way to get creamy winter squash, fluffy sweet potatoes, and crisp-tender greens. Sure, the veggies aren’t all that exciting straight out of the steamer, but all it takes is a quick dressing or flavorful oil to spice things up. If you are microwave-less like me, you can even use it to reheat food.

10-Inch (25-cm) Cast-Iron Skillet

My desert island cooking vessel, the only pan I have eyes for, is a 10-inch (25-cm) Lodge cast-iron skillet. This affordable workhorse can do it all: skillet-fry the craggiest chicken, sear broccoli spears until charred and blackened, bake up fluffy biscuits, braise tender turkey meatballs, and even fry an egg. I started with one pan but eventually got hooked and snagged the 6-inch (15-cm) skillet, 12-inch (30-cm) skillet, 10-inch (25-cm) griddle pan, pie plate, pizza stone, and Dutch oven. I’m clearly a hardcore cast-iron believer. They may not be trendy or come in cool colors, but they are cheap, can do it all, and will literally last forever.


How to Season Cast-Iron Pans

• Forget Everything You’ve Heard! I avoided cast-iron pans for a while. They’ve got a reputation for being moody, “Don’t wash me! No acidic foods! I’m so hard to season!” I believed all the lies. I kept those babies dry, scrubbing the pans with salt after every use to clean them. I filled the skillets to the brim with oil to season them. I hardly ever used them. Thankfully, none of those rumors ended up being true. You can wash cast iron! They are easy to maintain and season! A well-seasoned cast-iron pan can handle anything from metal tools rubbing on its surface, to deglazing with red wine, to simmering a tomato sauce—no metallic aftertaste, I promise. But the key is to keep them seasoned, and it’s easier than you think (well, definitely easier than I thought).

• What is seasoning? This is one of the questions I’m more frequently asked, especially when I’ve baked something sweet, like cinnamon buns, in cast iron. Seasoning doesn’t mean you’re adding flavor to the pan. If you fry chicken in your skillet, it won’t make your next batch of corn bread taste like chicken (although, that doesn’t sound half bad). Seasoning is achieved by heating a cast-iron pan with several thin layers of oil. The heating transforms the fat in a process called polymerization, which makes it bond to the iron and create a protective layer, making it nonstick-ish, resistant to rust, and less reactive to acid.

• Fresh out of the box: Even if you’ve purchased a preseasoned skillet, it’s always good to season it before you use it. Place your cast-iron pan in the oven and heat to 450°F (230°C). Once hot, remove it and use a towel to rub a thin layer of neutral oil all over both sides and the handle. Return to the oven, flipped over so excess oil can’t pool anywhere, and heat until the pan stops smoking, about 45 minutes. Repeat with as many thin layers of oil as needed until it’s matte black and slick. Don’t try to rush the process with thick layers of oil, which leave the pan with sticky spots.

• After every use: I wash my cast iron immediately after use with just a soft dish sponge, soap, and warm water. Harsh abrasives like Bar Keepers Friend or steel wool can scrape off the seasoning. Next, towel-dry the pan and heat it on the stove or oven until no moisture remains. Finally, buff a small amount of oil into the hot pan and you’re all set.

• When disaster strikes: You can lose the seasoning of your cast-iron pan if it’s scrubbed too hard or if it gets white-hot. The pans can also become rusty if left wet or unused for a long time. In that case, you will need to scrub off the rust with steel wool and rebuild the seasoning.


Just for Baking

Stand Mixer

Sorry, but you and a wooden spoon (or even a hand mixer) are no match for the creaming, whipping, and kneading capabilities of a stand mixer. Many of the textures we know and love in modern pastries are only made possible thanks to mechanical horsepower. Butter and sugar simply can’t get to the level of fluffy required for a fine-textured yellow cake. Dense maple syrup meringues can’t whip into ethereal clouds. Hand mixers are only slightly better than mixing by hand, designed for light work such as whipping cream or beating eggs. Most of the recipes in this book don’t need a stand mixer. But for the ones that do, know that there is no substitute for it. If you don’t have a stand mixer, don’t attempt the recipes that require it. Luckily, if you don’t care about the color of your stand mixer, it’s easy to find one on sale. Keep your eyes peeled after the holidays when seasonal colors are often available at half the price.

Cake & Pie Pans

Always opt for metal over glass, as they conduct heat faster, preventing soggy bottoms and gummy crumbs. I like all my cake pans to be 3 inches (7.6 cm) in depth. These deeper cake pans lead to taller cakes that brown less on top because the high sides of the pan act like a heat shield. The sizes I like to have in my kit are an 8-inch (20-cm) round, an 8-inch (20-cm) square, a 9 × 5-inch (23 × 13-cm) loaf, a 9-inch (23-cm) pie pan, and a 9 × 13-inch (23 × 33-cm) rectangle. If you don’t have a cake pan, you can bake cakes and pies in a skillet or Dutch oven. Keep in mind, they’ll bake at a different rate, so keep an eye on sensory rather than time cues.

Rolling Pin

The naturally coarse surface of wooden rolling pins minimizes sticking. Wash them by hand and never in the dishwasher, where the harsh detergents can cause them to splinter. Just like with a wooden cutting board, be sure to dry your rolling pin right away and rub it with mineral oil every few months to prevent cracking and mold. In general, bigger pins are better for rolling bigger things. I have two straight, handle-less rolling pins: a larger one for cookies and pie doughs, and a smaller one for roti, paratha, and dumpling wrappers. But if you don’t want to get specialized, one large rolling pin can do it all.

Metal Ruler

Accurate sizes are important to how a pastry bakes up. If you roll pie crust too thick, it’ll be tough or chewy, even if made properly. Pita that’s too thin won’t develop a pocket when baked. Sugar cookies rolled out too thick will take too long to bake and end up soft instead of crisp. Using a ruler is vital to being as precise as possible. I always use a metal one so I can easily wash it with soap and water.

Pastry Brush

Essential for dusting away flour and painting on egg wash. Wash them like a paintbrush, by massaging in a bit of soap and rinsing until clean (as it happens, mine actually is a 2-inch (5-cm) natural bristle paintbrush from Lowe’s). Lay flat to dry, especially if the brush has a wooden handle, which can allow moisture to seep in, causing the wood to expand, resulting in the bristles falling out. I don’t recommend silicone-bristled brushes. They might be easy to clean, but they don’t work well at brushing things, so what’s the point?
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Knives & Sharp Objects

Mandoline

Regardless of how killer your knife skills may be, there are occasions when you’ve just got to give it up to the mandoline. Crispy fried shallots and garlic chips are prime examples. The smallest inconsistencies mean the difference between a pile of evenly golden brown and crisp glory or burnt, soggy, oily results. The simple, single-blade Japanese mandoline is the one that’s earned its keep in my kitchen. It’s easy to adjust thickness and disassemble for sharpening, so I reach for it as often as any other knife.

Box Grater

I admit it—sometimes I buy preshredded cheese. No, it does not melt as well or taste as good as the shreds you grate yourself, but it’s perfect for that late-night quesadilla. For every other shredded cheese occasion, I grate my own. Besides my cheese needs, a box grater can quickly break down tomatoes and onions for sofrito or mirepoix without the need to pull out an appliance.

Fine Grater

In many, many recipes I will ask you to finely grate garlic, ginger, lemon zest, and more. When I say fine I mean Microplane fine. Microplane is the original manufacturer of these handheld, fine graters. They easily transform dense parmesan into a flurry of cheese and stringy ginger to a pulp. Unfortunately, they cannot be sharpened, so be sure to replace them as they grow dull. I use mine every day and replace them once a year.

Kitchen Shears

Kitchen shears make quick (and safe) work of tough jobs, like snipping the fins off fish or the wing tips off chicken. And they do all the things scissors can do, from cutting parchment paper to line a pan, to snipping chives and chilies into perfect little rings. Joyce Chen’s kitchen shears are my favorite. They are sturdy enough to spatchcock a chicken while their thin blades can slip beneath a shrimp shell without damaging the flesh.

Serrated Bread Knife

Obviously great for slicing bread and cake, but also tomatoes and tender fruit, like a ripe peach, which can easily squish under a blunt blade. Some people insist that a serrated knife can be sharpened, but I disagree. Instead, I stick with the affordable Tojiro serrated bread knife and replace it as needed.

Tourné & Petty Knife

I avoid paring knives and instead opt for the combo of a tourné and petty knife. A tourné knife has a short, curved blade, used in fine-dining kitchens to carve potatoes into football shapes, an utterly useless skill. A better use of its curved blade is for peeling garlic cloves, onions, and shallots. A petty knife has a thin blade that’s about 6 inches (15 cm) in length. I use it for anywhere I might traditionally have used a paring knife, boning knife, or filleting knife, so anything from mincing a shallot, to breaking down a chicken, or even filleting mackerel.

Chef’s Knife

Traditionally, a chef’s knife was defined as having an 8- to 9-inch (20- to 23-cm) heavy curved blade, and was usually from a German manufacturer. But that was because the term “chef” meant European guys wearing tall white paper hats. As the idea of who a chef is has expanded, so has the definition of a chef’s knife. These days, a chef’s knife is whatever you feel comfortable using for the majority of your slicing, dicing, chopping, and mincing needs. Working in professional kitchens, I saw people use all kinds of knives as their “chef’s knife,” from a thin and long 11-inch (28-cm) Japanese slicer (sujihiki) to a broad and wide Chinese cleaver (caidao). For a long time, my chef’s knife was a 7-inch (18-cm) Misono UX10 santoku (the blade design combines both Eastern and Western knife styles), but lately I’ve really been digging my 6½-inch (16-cm) Togiharu nakiri (the square blade makes vegetable prep extra efficient).

The knife you pick to be your “chef’s” knife should be what feels comfortable in your hands and suits your cutting style. If you like to rock the blade from tip to heel while you chop, look for something with a curved blade. If you chop with more of an up and down motion, look for a square-edged knife. And if you go both ways, then a Western-style Japanese knife with its slightly curved edge might be right for you. Find a store that will let you hold knives in your hand to see if the handle fits your palm and the weight is right for your build. Picking a chef’s knife is a very personal thing, so go with your gut and don’t just buy a knife because someone told you to. Most important, pick a knife you can sharpen. A dull knife will always be useless. (See page lix for sharpening directions.)

Pantry Essentials

If you stock up on these ingredients, you can make almost everything in this book.

Salty & Savory

Kosher salt, MSG, soy sauce, miso paste, anchovies, fish sauce, flaky salt, chicken bouillon powder, powdered nori, capers, olives, nutritional yeast

Sweet

Honey, white sugar, brown sugar, maple syrup, molasses, dates

Hot

Black pepper, hot chili flakes, mild chili flakes (like gochugaru or Aleppo), chipotle peppers in adobo sauce, Kashmiri chili powder, cayenne pepper, fresh ginger, Thai green chilies

Tart

Apple cider vinegar, red and white wine vinegars, rice vinegar, lemons, limes, tomato paste

Fats

Neutral oil (safflower or grapeseed), fancy extra-virgin olive oil for finishing, everyday extra-virgin olive oil for cooking, butter, tahini, nuts and seeds

Spices & Herbs

Saffron; cumin, coriander, and mustard seeds; turmeric; cardamom; cinnamon; bay leaves; dried oregano; fresh thyme, parsley, dill, cilantro

Baking

All-purpose flour, bread flour, baking powder, baking soda, cream of tartar, instant yeast, milk chocolate, dark chocolate, freeze-dried fruit, cocoa powder, powdered gelatin, cornstarch, corn syrup, powdered sugar, turbinado sugar
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Things to Know

How to Measure for Savory Cooking

You do not need to be precise. In fact, you can’t be. Even if you weigh every ingredient to the gram—the oil, the garlic, the onion, the protein, the herbs—a recipe can lead to perfection only if you use your intuition and pay attention to sensory clues. Every onion has a unique water content. Depending on when your garlic was harvested it could be sweeter or hotter. Proteins have varying levels of collagen, fat, and amino acids based on feed and farming methods.

For savory cooking, recipes are meant to help you hone your intuition and offer techniques to guide you. That’s why I’m not giving you weights for most of the ingredients in the savory recipes. So what does a medium onion look like? Take a look at the onions at the grocery store. A medium anything means it’s about average size, and that goes for all produce.

How to Measure for Baking & Pastry

This is a whole other game. Not packing your brown sugar will lead to a dry cookie. Twenty extra grams of water will leave you with a sticky, unmanageable roti dough. A heaped rather than level teaspoon of baking powder will totally F up a cake. And worst of all, with baking and pastry you can rarely go back and fix your mistakes. Yes, every brand of butter, flour, and sugar is slightly different, but if you don’t start by measuring as accurately as possible you don’t stand a chance.

If you don’t have a scale, here are some tips for measuring with cups and spoons:


• For flours: Fluff up the flour with a whisk, then spoon into a cup until heaped, and use the flat edge of a small offset spatula or butter knife to level it off.

• For granulated sugar, baking powder, baking soda, cream of tartar, kosher salt: Scoop up the ingredient, then level it off.

• For easily packed ingredients (like powdered sugar, cocoa powder, and cornstarch): Sift the ingredient into a bowl, then spoon into a cup until heaped and level it off.

• For brown sugar and nut butters: Tightly pack into a cup.



But you really should get a scale, and here’s why:

The US government states that 1 cup of water weighs 237 grams. Some popular recipe sites say 1 cup of water weighs 235 grams, others round up to 240 grams. In this book, I say that 1 cup of water weighs 225 grams because that’s what I consistently landed on throughout my testing. And every recipe developer, media outlet, magazine, newspaper, and YouTuber has their own volume to gram conversions for every single ingredient. Beyond that, every measuring cup out there is a little bit different, varying as much as 20 grams in either direction depending on the cup, with novelty heart or Mickey Mouse–shaped ones being the absolute worst. Trust me, I once had a really boring job helping test measuring cups. It was miserable, but from all that agony, I learned that you can’t trust anyone.

What I’m trying to say is, even if you do everything right, carefully fluffing, spooning, and leveling off flour and evenly packing brown sugar, you might still be off because when you measure by volume all the odds are against you. Precision doesn’t matter that much with savory cooking. You can be a splash off when measuring water for rice and still be okay. Your medium onion might be bigger or smaller than mine, and you will still have tasty food. If you want consistently delicious pastries, please get a scale. I have given you volume measurements for most of the pastry recipes because, well, I really don’t want to get called an elitist prick, but measure at your own risk.
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Egg Sizes

Eggs come in the following sizes: Jumbo, Extra-Large, Large, Medium, Small, and Peewee. All the recipes in this book were developed using large eggs. A whole large egg, out of the shell, weighs roughly 55 grams. The white weighs about 35 grams and the yolk weighs about 20 grams. If you’re using farmers’ market eggs, they likely don’t follow any size standards, so I’ve provided egg weights for all the baking recipes (but not for the savory egg recipes, because that much precision isn’t necessary).
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Keeping Your Knives Sharp

The best knife is a sharp one. Wondering why you can’t get a super-fine chop on your garlic, make perfect little potato squares, or cleanly cut a fish fillet? The problem is most likely a dull knife. A sharp knife is vital to creating crisp cuts and working efficiently in the kitchen. Sharp knives are also much safer. You’re less likely to slip and they require significantly less pressure to make a cut. If you’re hands are calloused after a day of cooking, your knife is dull and putting too much pressure on your palms. When I worked in a professional kitchen, I had to sharpen my knives every morning. As a recipe developer, I sharpen my knives once a week. For a home cook, you’ll be in good shape if you take the time to sharpen once a month. But keep in mind, certain tasks can make your knife dull faster, like cutting on a glass or marble board, breaking down tough winter squash and root vegetables, and going through the bones and skin on protein. In those instances, you may need to sharpen more frequently.

Note that honing steels do not sharpen a knife. They just realign the edge, which can fall to one side through use. A few strokes can get that point to straighten out, but it won’t grow any sharper than it already is. A honing steel is useful to keep your blade aligned in between sharpening sessions.

Manual & Electric Knife Sharpeners

These are easy to use and require no maintenance or skill. However, they only work for knives that have symmetrical edges, meaning their sharp edge comes to a V-shaped point. That’s because these sharpeners remove an equal amount of material from both sides of the blade. They will not work for most Japanese knives, which have an asymmetrical edge. (That unique shape is part of the reason Eastern-style knives are sharper and stay sharp for longer.) But the main downside to these sharpeners is that they take a lot of the blade off with every use. You’ll visibly see your blade grow thinner and thinner every time you sharpen it. I do not recommend these sharpeners if you’ve invested in expensive high-quality knives that you want to last.

To use a manual or electric sharpener, move your blade through the sharpener at a steady speed with even pressure all the way from the heel to the tip. Wash with soap and a soft dish sponge, then dry with a towel to remove any shards of metal, and finish with a few strokes on a honing steel.

Whetstones

Whetstones are more difficult to use and they require skill and practice to master. However, when used correctly, a whetstone can get your knife significantly sharper than a manual or electric sharpener and you lose very little of the blade, so your knives can last a lifetime. Most important, they allow you to have full control of the angle of your edge, vital when sharpening single-beveled knives, like many Japanese knives. When I first learned how to sharpen with a whetstone, I started out with inexpensive stones and knives (because in the beginning, you will mess them up). As I grew more skilled, I upgraded to more premium stones and knives. They can range widely in price, and you get what you pay for.

To start, you’ll need:

• Two stones: One with a coarser grit (no more than 800 grit) and one with a finer grit (between 4000 to 6000 grit)

• Stone corrector: This is used to sand down and level off your stones, so they are perfectly flat. As you use your stones, they can wear down unevenly or accidentally get nicked, which will prevent you from evenly sharpening the edge of your knife.

• Extra but not essential: A stone holder will prevent you and your stone from slipping, but you can also use a wet towel.
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Get Sharpening

1. Start with the coarse-grit stone. First soak it in cool tap water for 30 minutes. (The finer grit stone should just be splashed with water as you sharpen.)

2. Secure the coarse-grit stone either with a wet towel or a stone holder, with the short side closest to you. Have some more water handy to wet the stone as you go.

3. Get your blade grip down: Use the thumb and forefinger of your dominant hand to hold the handle and spine of the knife. Use the fingertips of your nondominant hand to hold the edge of the blade against the stone.

4. Figure out the angle of your blade by pressing the edge against the stone with your fingertips. Tilt the blade gently until you feel the edge lay flat against the stone. It takes practice to figure out exactly how it should feel.

5. Starting at the farthest side of the stone, press the heel of the knife against the stone, and in one even stroke, maintaining consistent pressure and an even angle, pull the blade down across the entire stone until you reach the tip of the knife.

6. Repeat. You will develop muddy silt along the blade of your knife. The silt is what’s doing the sharpening. Add water a splash at a time if it feels dry.

7. Continue until you feel a slight burr on the edge of your knife. Then flip and sharpen the opposite side.

8. Continue sharpening both sides of the knife, using fewer and fewer strokes on each side until the desired sharpness is achieved.

9. Repeat on the finer-grit stone.

10. Wash with soap and a soft dish sponge, then dry with a towel to remove any shards of metal, and finish with a few strokes on a honing steel (or leather strop).


How to Hold a Knife

For the most control, use your thumb and forefinger to firmly grip the base of the blade, while your remaining fingers lightly hold onto the handle. When supporting ingredients with your free hand, always form a claw. This tucks your fingertips away and protects them from the blade.

[image: Wrong; Wrong; Wrong; Correct!]
How to Use a Microplane Grater

Always use the entire length of the grater. For citrus, apply light pressure and roll the fruit while you move it along the grater. This way you get all the colorful zest (where the oils and flavor reside) while avoiding the stringy and bitter white pith. For ginger, garlic, and other ingredients where you’re grating the entire item, apply firm pressure. Tap the grater to dislodge everything stuck on the underside.
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Cutting Garlic

The flavor you get from garlic is heavily dependent on how you cut it. When more of the cell walls are ruptured, the flavor becomes more intense, spicy, and pungent. These cuts are in order of most pungent to least.


• Finely Grated: All the cell walls are ruptured, releasing the spiciest garlicky flavor. Garlic broken down this way is too moist to evenly caramelize, but easily melts into a dish.

• The Smash-Chop: This produces roughly chopped garlic used for sweating, sauces, stews, and when precise browning doesn’t matter. Depending on how fine you want the garlic, you run your knife through it repeatedly, breaking down more cell walls, and resulting in more pungent flavor.

• The Perfect Fine Chop: This is to make teeny squares of finely chopped garlic when you’re after even coloration and distribution throughout a dish. You don’t run your knife through the garlic after the initial cuts, so it stays relatively mellow even though it’s finely cut.

• Thinly Sliced: This cut produces garlic that evenly browns but stays distinct yet mellow in a dish.

• Peeled and Whole: This is where that tourné knife comes in handy. To peel off the garlic’s paper husk without breaking it, trim off a sliver of the dry root end, then use the tip of the knife to slip between the paper husk and the flesh and pry off the husk. Great when you want mild garlic flavor without the burn.



[image: ]Peeled and WholeThinly Sliced
[image: ]The Perfect Fine ChopFinely Grated
Cutting Ginger

Unlike garlic, whose flavor profile changes depending on how the cell walls are broken down, with ginger the flavor stays the same. Instead, the way you cut ginger affects texture and how much flavor is extracted. Ginger has tough fibers running lengthwise throughout it, which do not break down with cooking. For tender bites of ginger, it’s important to cut it across the grain.


• Finely Grated: This gives you a smooth, wet pulp, leaving the tough fibers behind. Good for when you want the ginger thoroughly incorporated in a dish and aren’t looking for browning.

• Sliced Crosswise: Adds lots of ginger flavor, can easily be sautéed because it isn’t wet, but the pieces are large and stringy. This cut is best when you don’t plan to eat the ginger and are using it just for flavor.

• Matchsticks: Infuses a dish with spicy ginger flavor, while having distinct pieces throughout the dish that are tender and pleasant to eat.

• Chopped: Thoroughly incorporates ginger throughout a dish while still being able to sauté and brown.

• Split and Smashed: Good for moist cooking methods, like stews, braises, or a pot of beans when you want ginger flavor without any texture.
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Cutting Onions

Because onions have layers, the best way to get even cuts is to work with the onion’s natural shape.


• Sliced: Peel and cut the onion in half through blossom to root end. Trim off the blossom end. To remove all of the root end (so your slices separate) make a V-shaped cut. Make lengthwise slices, moving your knife along the radius of the onion.

• Chopped: Peel and cut the onion in half through blossom to root end. Trim off the blossom and root ends, while keeping the root mostly intact so the onion doesn’t fall apart. Make lengthwise cuts, moving your knife along the radius of the onion, without going through the root. Cut crosswise to yield little square pieces.
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Cutting Herbs

Soft Herbs, like Parsley, Cilantro & Dill

All of a soft herb is edible! In fact, the stem (and root, if you find them attached) tends to have the most flavor. The stems can be slightly tough when raw, so use them in cooked applications, or finely chop or blend them to break them down. If the ends of the stems seem dry and especially tough, trim and discard only the part that’s looking rough.


• Leaves and Tender Stems: These are just the tippy tops of the herbs. They are the softest and mildest part, best for salads and garnishes.

• Roughly Chopped: Gather everything into a tight ball and run your knife through it all once or twice.

• Finely Chopped: Just keep chopping, repeatedly running your knife through the herbs until super fine.



Tough Herbs, like Thyme or Rosemary

The stems of these herbs are too tough to eat, even if you blend or chop them. You can add the whole sprigs to dishes to infuse them with flavor, then pluck them out after cooking. Or strip the leaves off the stems and finely chop.
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How to Make Bone Broth

Being stocked up on bone broth means you’re always just a few steps away from a flavorful and nutritious meal. I use it for simmering grains and beans, steaming vegetables, making sauces, and as a base for soup. And since reliable brands like Brodo and Bonafide Provisions have made bone broths accessible (always shop for your bone broth in the freezer aisle), I rarely make bone broth at home. But I always store spare chicken backs and clipped wing tips in the freezer and end up making a batch whenever I have enough.

The process for making bone broth is simple; the main ingredient is time:

1. Use bones with a lot of meat/cartilage attached, like wings, backs, knuckles, and feet.

2. Cover the bones with 1 to 2 inches (2 to 5 cm) of cold filtered water.

3. Add ½ tablespoon vinegar per 1 pound of bones. (Recipes I’ve seen claim this maximizes collagen extraction. I don’t know if it actually does anything, but it doesn’t hurt!)

4. Bring to a gentle simmer and cook, skimming any froth/scum/fat regularly and topping off with water as needed, until the bones start to fall apart (12 hours for chicken, up to 18 hours for beef, pork, and lamb).

5. If you want to use aromatics (like carrot, celery, onion, and herbs), add them an hour before the cooking time is over.

6. After simmering, strain through a fine-mesh sieve and taste. If looking for a more concentrated flavor, return the bone broth to the pot and continue to simmer until reduced to your liking.


Simmering vs. Boiling Water

Simmering water is gentle, with just a few small bubbles breaking the surface. Boiling is very active, with big bubbles rapidly breaking to the surface of the water.


How to Line a Cake Pan

For round pans, use the bottom of the pan as a guide to cut parchment paper to fit inside the bottom. For rectangular, square, and loaf pans, cut parchment into one long sheet that can line the bottom and two long sides of the pan. Lightly grease the pan with softened butter or cooking spray. This helps the parchment paper stick to the pan. Place the parchment into the greased pan and use your hands to adhere it to the pan. Crease the edges into the corners and make sure the paper is flush with the pan. If the paper isn’t well adhered, thin batters can flow underneath the paper, making your cake stick to the pan and bake up with parchment inside it.
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