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How to Use This eBook


Welcome to the ebook edition of How to Cook Everything The Basics! Now you can take this fully illustrated cooking reference wherever you go, so you always have access to the recipes, lessons, and photos—all fully linked and searchable. To help you get the most out of this cookbook on your e-reader, we made some key changes to its organization and format.

There are several ways to navigate through this ebook. In addition to the Table of Contents, you’ll find a linked recipe list at the start of every chapter. When browsing recipes, the chapter title appears at the upper-right corner of the first screen of each recipe, and links to the beginning of that chapter. And there’s a complete index at the back—every index listing is a link so you can easily find everything you want.

A major component of How to Cook Everything The Basics is the 600 step-by-step photo lessons that accompany the recipes. As a unique feature for this ebook, we’ve placed these in a gallery to facilitate viewing and browsing them as a group. When reading a recipe, you can select highlighted words to jump to the related photos. (You can also access the photos from the Lessons and Learn More elements at the end of each recipe, and from the List of Lessons at the front of the ebook.)

Once you’re in the photo gallery, refer to the navigation bar at the upper-right to find your place within a photo series, or select the recipe title at the top to jump back to your place.

Each e-reader and mobile device has its own format and functions for navigation and customization. Please consult the user manuals on your devices to best understand how to take advantage of these functions and take some time to test different font sizes and types to see what works best for you.

Happy Cooking!

The How to Cook Everything eBook Team
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Why Cook?

It’s too easy to eat without cooking in modern-day America, thanks to drive-through windows, take-out counters, vending machines, microwave meals, and other so-called conveniences. The problem is that no “convenience” food can compare to honest food, real ingredients prepared at home, no matter how simply or quickly you do it. My goal here is to make the case for the numerous and wonderful benefits of cooking: to make you a cook.

Cooking, at its heart, is simple and straightforward. Like most goal-oriented processes, you work through a few basic tasks to get from point A to point B; in cooking, the tasks include things like chopping, measuring, heating, and stirring. You use recipes instead of maps or instruction manuals. As with driving—or almost anything else—your basic skills provide the foundation. As you improve and gain confidence, you’ll become more creative. In the meantime, even if you’ve never picked up a pot or pan in your life, you can—and should!—enjoy some time in the kitchen every day. I’m here to help both novices and experienced cooks do just that.

Why is home cooking so important?


	Cooking is satisfying. When you combine good ingredients with simple techniques, you create something more delicious than fast food and usually as good as “real” restaurant food. Not only that, you can customize the flavors and textures so that you eat exactly what you like, when you like.

	Cooking saves money. Once you make a few initial, generally inexpensive investments in basic cooking equipment and pantry ingredients, you can easily make all sorts of meals incredibly inexpensively.

	Cooking produces truly nutritious food. If you’ve ever read the small print on the packages of processed foods, you know they’re almost always high in unhealthy fats, sugar, sodium, and strange ingredients. The first thing you learn from cooking is that fresh ingredients don’t need much help to taste good. And when you take more control of what you eat and minimize the fake stuff, you’ll improve your diet and your health.

	Cooking is time well spent. Here are some examples of what you can make in less than 30 minutes: a big vegetable salad, pasta with homemade tomato sauce and grated cheese, chili with rice, or chicken stir-fry. That’s about as long as it takes to order a pizza or Chinese food and wait for it to be delivered, or to go to the nearest drive-through for a burger and fries, or to drive to the grocery store to pick up a frozen meal and then come home and pop it in the microwave. Think about it.

	Cooking is rewarding. Eating your own food—and sharing it with people you care about—is a crucial human activity. On a practical level, you’re providing nourishment and sustenance. And on an emotional level, cooking can become relaxing, comforting, and downright pleasurable, as you pause from an otherwise hectic day and give yourself a chance to focus on something basic and essential and meaningful.

	Cooking leads to family meals. Family meals stimulate conversation, communication, and love. It’s a fact.
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Getting Started

Even if you’re setting up your first kitchen, I’m guessing that your cupboards aren’t entirely bare. You’ve probably got a few pots, pans, and gadgets, food in your fridge and pantry, maybe even a small appliance or two. Or maybe you already cook regularly and are fully stocked. Whatever your situation, I’ll help you take inventory and evaluate what you need to make everyday meal preparation comfortable and enjoyable.

After that comes a visual guide to basic preparation, like rinsing and chopping, and cooking techniques—from boiling water (really) to roasting, braising, and grilling. These will become your go-to sections for quick reference as you start cooking.

There are a couple of different ways to use this book:

You can work straight through it. I’ve organized it so that both the chapters and the recipes and Basics information within them progress from easiest to most challenging. Since each element focuses on a lesson or set of lessons, you’ll build knowledge and skills with each dish.

Or you can cherry-pick your way through the book and catch up on lessons by relying on the Learn More feature in the bottom right corner of each recipe. There you’ll find cross-references to information taught elsewhere that’s relevant to what you’re cooking. And whenever you want instructions for a specific technique, just flip to the List of Lessons, where all the skills appear at a glance.




Setting up Your Pantry

Cooking is especially convenient if you don’t have to run to the store every day. Stocking a few key foods in the cupboard and fridge will make it far easier for you to cook when you need to (and therefore more likely that you actually will!). Then when you pick up fresh produce, meat, poultry, or fish, you’ll instantly have many options for what to do with it.

With these essentials, you’ll be in good shape to cook everything in this book. You can fill your pantry all at once or gradually, so you have the option of making just one or two trips to the store with this list and finishing it off, or, if you’re a bit more cautious (or if your kitchen is small), you can buy a few staples every time you hit the supermarket and accumulate staples on a need-to-cook basis.

One note: Often—not always—price reflects quality; good ingredients cost more than lousy ones. But just because something is expensive doesn’t mean it’s good. I’ll tell you when I think it’s worth spending extra money for an upgrade.
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For the Cupboard

EXTRA VIRGIN OLIVE OIL Every time I refer to olive oil in this book, I mean extra virgin. It doesn’t have to be expensive, but it should be full flavored. Once opened, it keeps for a month or two at room temperature, longer in the fridge.


VEGETABLE OIL You need a good neutral-flavored oil for frying and for those times you don’t want the flavor of olive oil to dominate. My first choice is grapeseed, but other options include sunflower and safflower or even peanut oil (though its flavor is stronger). In general, stay away from the super-refined blends of the major brands. The good stuff—cold-pressed, rather than chemically extracted, is best—lasts only as long as olive oil.


VINEGAR Sherry vinegar is my favorite (and not terribly costly), but it can be hard to find; red and white wine vinegars are good alternatives. (When a recipe calls for any wine vinegar, you can use any of these three.) You might also want balsamic vinegar, which is sweet and mild. All of these keep for at least a year. (For more information on oil and vinegar.)


SALT AND BLACK PEPPER Kosher salt (also commonly called coarse salt) and whole peppercorns, please. (See What Does Taste and Adjust the Seasoning Mean?.)


RICE AND OTHER GRAINS Invaluable and largely interchangeable. Freeze them if you don’t think you’ll use them within 6 months. (See Rice Basics and Grain Basics.)


PASTA AND NOODLES The best Italian-style pasta is made in Italy. The best Asian-style noodles are also usually imported. Keep that in mind, and you’ll be fine with whatever types you choose. (See Pasta Basics and Asian Noodle Basics.)


BEANS Also known as legumes. Dried are cheap and utterly delicious. (See Bean Basics.) But canned and frozen are too convenient to ignore, so they’re listed as options in many recipes. They’ll keep for a year or longer.


CANNED TOMATOES Essential for tomato sauce as well as soups, stews, and other dishes. Diced are easier to handle than whole; steer clear of puréed or crushed tomatoes, which can be watery.


SPICES You don’t need everything at all times, but you do want some at your fingertips. Blends like chili powder and curry powder are important, as are individual spices like cinnamon, cayenne, cumin, nutmeg, smoked paprika, and crushed red pepper. (See Building Flavor for more about using these and other seasonings.) Replace them every year or sooner if they lose potency.


ONIONS AND GARLIC Long-lasting and essential to so many recipes. No powders, please.


DRIED HERBS Oregano, thyme, sage, rosemary, and tarragon are decent substitutes for fresh. (Dried parsley, basil, and mint are worthless.) They keep for about 6 months.


SOY SAUCE A must. Make sure it contains soy and wheat as primary ingredients and doesn’t include caramel color or artificial flavorings. Keeps indefinitely.


FLOUR, CORNMEAL, BAKING POWDER, AND BAKING SODA Especially if you want to bake. Flour and cornmeal go bad after 3 months or so; store in the freezer for longer keeping. (See Bread-Baking Basics.)


SUGAR, HONEY, AND MAPLE SYRUP Essential for desserts and occasionally good in savory dishes too. (See Maple Syrup and Chocolate, Butter, Sugar for more details.)


NUTS AND SEEDS Add crunch and flavor to salads, noodle dishes, and baked goods. If you don’t think you’ll use them up within a month or two, store in the freezer, where they’ll keep indefinitely.


PEANUT BUTTER Grind your own if you can (the food processor works fine) and definitely avoid anything that contains more than peanuts and salt.

BREAD CRUMBS I urge you to make your own, but panko will do in a pinch.


COCONUT MILK Indispensable for Indian and Southeast Asian cooking. If you’re worried about calories, use the reduced-fat kind.


Storage Containers

I try to avoid plastic: Not only is it environmentally unfriendly, but there are questions about its safety, especially if it’s been heated or used for a while. Glass jars are an ideal alternative. If you’re freezing in them, leave at least 1 inch at the top, because liquids expand as they freeze.
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For the Fridge

BUTTER Buy unsalted. Adds richness to just about anything. Store in the freezer if you don’t use it that much.


EGGS For baking and eating scrambled, boiled, fried, and in omelets, frittatas, and fried rice. The basis of some super-fast meals. (See Egg Basics.)


FRESH HERBS They don’t keep long, but they add incomparable flavor to all kinds of dishes. Just keep one or two on hand and store them like flowers—upright in a glass of water, in the fridge if possible.


OLIVES Instant flavor. If you don’t think you like them, maybe you haven’t found the right kind. There are hundreds, each with a slightly different taste and texture. Kalamata and Niçoise are two common ones to try. But you can always omit them from a recipe.


PARMESAN CHEESE Must be the real deal, from Italy, in a chunk.


TOFU If you’re a vegetarian and/or like it. There are lots of types, but the firm regular kind (which should come packed in water and refrigerated) is versatile and works in all the recipes here.


LEMONS AND LIMES For their zest and juice; don’t bother with citrus juice in a bottle.


FRESH CHILES Add heat to chili, stir-fries, pasta and noodle dishes, and salsa.


FRESH GINGER Not as widely used as onions and garlic, but still versatile and long-lasting.


CONDIMENTS Ketchup, Dijon-style mustard, mayonnaise, hot sauce, salsa (store-bought is okay, but for some easy recipes, see Fresh Tomato Salsa and Salsa Variations), and the like. Good for more than smearing on sandwiches.


APPLES, PEARS, ORANGES, GRAPEFRUIT, AND OTHER HARDY FRESH PRODUCE If you’ve got it, you’ll eat it.


STOCK Homemade is best (see Chicken Stock, Full-Flavored Vegetable Stock, and Stock Options); canned and packaged are not much better than water. Refrigerate stock for up to 5 days or freeze for up to 3 months.


The Meaning of Shelf Life

Different foods stay fresh longer than others. Raw fish stays fresh in the fridge for a day or two. Many vegetables keep for several days. You can prolong the “shelf life” of raw meat (for example) by freezing. Other ingredients, like fresh vegetables, can really be frozen only if they’re cooked first—so why not eat them right away?

How long can you keep something in the freezer? Up to a year, I always say, though it won’t be nearly as good as if you ate it within a month. Ditto pantry foods. So why wait? In short, eat what you buy as soon as possible.




All the Tools You Need

Granted, stocking your kitchen with equipment takes more time and money than buying food for the pantry and fridge. But it’s a one-shot deal, and you don’t need to break the bank or overstuff your cabinets. If you’re on a budget, look for equipment at garage sales, thrift stores, flea markets, or online. Also consider visiting restaurant supply retailers, which charge much less than upscale boutiques.

The following lists include all of the equipment used in this book. The recipes specify which to use when, so you can develop efficient kitchen skills and minimize dish washing. I’m not including serving pieces in this book: If you’re worried about appearances, simply dish up food in the kitchen; otherwise, take pots and pans to the table, as I usually do.

Two general rules about pots and pans: Avoid aluminum, which doesn’t heat evenly and makes acidic foods taste and look funny, and make sure they’re ovenproof—that is, no plastic handles.
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The Absolute Minimum

1 STOCKPOT WITH A LID At least 2 gallons. Mostly for boiling pasta or vegetables. Stainless steel is best here.

2 LARGE POT WITH A LID 1 gallon is fine. For soups and stews; the heavier the better. Enameled cast iron or stainless steel is best.

3 SMALL OR MEDIUM SAUCEPAN WITH A LID 1 to 2 quarts. For salsas, sauces, boiled eggs, and so on.

4 LARGE SKILLET WITH A LID 12 inches. Your go-to pan, for everything from pancakes to stir-fries. Cast iron and stainless steel are my first choices. (You’ve got to “season” cast iron first: Wash and dry it well, then smear the inside with vegetable oil. Put the pan in a 350°F oven to heat for 1 hour; turn the oven off and let it cool; repeat whenever the pan looks dry.) Buy a second large skillet that’s nonstick if you want to try using less oil than called for in the recipes. (But you’re limited in how you can use it since there is some concern about the safety of heating a dry nonstick pan to the smoking point.)

5 MEDIUM SKILLET WITH A LID 8 to 10 inches. Same deal as the big skillet; it’s nice to have different kinds, so maybe this is your cast iron or nonstick. You’ll use this one mostly for eggs and omelets or for cooking or reheating one or two portions.

6 KNIVES Invest in the best you can afford, preferably forged steel all the way through the handle. You really need only three; see page The 3 Knives You Need.

7 CUTTING BOARDS Wooden or plastic (the latter can go in the dishwasher; check out the thin, flexible ones, which are super-inexpensive and can be useful). To keep the board from sliding on the counter while you work, put a damp towel underneath it.

8 VEGETABLE PEELER Either vertical or U-shaped, your choice.

9 SMALL, MEDIUM, AND LARGE MIXING BOWLS Stainless steel is good, as is glass. If they nest, all the better.

10 WOODEN SPOONS OF VARIOUS SIZES AND SHAPES They’re cheap, so get several. (They’re critical if you have nonstick pans, since you can’t use metal.)

11 SPATULA Preferably metal, for turning, stirring, and scraping. (You’ll need one made from silicone if you’ve got nonstick cookware.) Start with a wide one and see if you want more.

12 POT HOLDERS Choose good thick thermal ones over silicone kinds, which are hard to use. Kitchen towels, folded several times, also work (they must be dry, or you may burn yourself). Whatever you use, keep it away from flames and heat sources.

13 KITCHEN TOWELS Cotton, please; and change them daily. Good for drying food, your hands, and equipment.

14 LARGE COLANDER Essential for rinsing produce and draining pasta.

15 MEASURING CUPS AND SPOONS One set of dry measuring cups (¼,⅓, ½, and 1 cup), at least one 2-cup (or bigger) liquid measuring cup, and one set of measuring spoons (¼, ½, and 1 teaspoon, plus 1 tablespoon). Duplicates are convenient but not necessary.

16 TONGS Spring loaded, not the kind that look like scissors. They’re crucial for grabbing and turning.
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The 3 Knives You Need

SERRATED KNIFE A must for cutting bread and other baked goods, tomatoes, and melons. Look for at least an 8-inch blade.

CHEF’S KNIFE You’ll use this for everything from chopping and mincing vegetables to slicing meat. Go with an 8- or 10-inch blade, depending on the size of your hand and your comfort level. Try to avoid getting a 6-inch blade unless you’re quite nervous (or have very small hands); it won’t be as versatile as a larger knife.

PARING KNIFE For peeling, trimming, and any precise cutting.
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Other Handy Tools

1 MEDIUM WHISK This “balloon” kind is the ideal tool for quick hand beating.


2 LARGE METAL SPOONS For serving, tasting, and some stirring. You can use soupspoons if you’d like; otherwise get a good big one.


3 SLOTTED SPOON Essential for fishing food out of water and oil.


4 LADLE For soup and more.


5 BOX GRATER It should have several panels for different tasks—the larger the holes, the bigger the pieces. The side with fine holes—or a microplane grater, which is sharper—is ideal for Parmesan cheese and citrus rind.


6 KITCHEN TIMER The one on your microwave or oven is fine, of course.


7 STRAINER Any size is fine, though medium and large will be most useful. For draining grains and other fine foods or for straining solids out of liquids like stock.


8 SALAD SPINNER Get the kind that doesn’t have holes in the bottom bowl so you can use it for storage as well as cleaning and drying; it keeps lettuce fresh in the fridge for several days.


9 KITCHEN SCISSORS Not just for opening packages. Get a sturdy pair so you can use them for snipping herbs and dried fruit as well as cutting up poultry.


10 QUICK-READ THERMOMETER Inexpensive, useful, and ideal for readings below 200°F; just stick it in and wait for the needle to stop moving. (For deep frying or candy making you’ll need a thermometer that goes higher and clips onto a pot.)


11 BRUSHES It’s best to have one for meats and one for everything else. Silicone is nice, but you can save money by buying paintbrushes at a hardware store.


12 PEPPERMILL Even if you cook with ground pepper from a jar (make sure it smells potent), it’s nice to have a peppermill on the table.


13 POTATO MASHER You can use a fork and a lot of elbow grease, but I bet that if you own a masher, you’ll eat more mashed potatoes. (I prefer the kind with holes over the squiggly kind.)


14 SKEWERS Wooden are disposable and must be soaked in warm water for 20 to 30 minutes before you use them; metal are permanent and require no fuss; both are fine.


15 A RULER Until you feel comfortable eyeballing (and some people never do), essential for learning how to cut food into cubes or slices, rolling bread dough into shapes, or measuring the depth of water or oil in a pan. Metal is best, but plastic is okay as long as you don’t put it near anything too hot.


16 A FOOD PROCESSOR OR A BLENDER The first is more versatile than the second, but an investment, to be sure. I use mine almost daily, and without one or the other, there are a handful of the recipes in the book you won’t be able to make.


17 NUTCRACKER AND PICKS Handy to crack (and get inside of) all sorts of shells, from lobster and crab to, well, nuts.


CHIMNEY STARTER For starting lump charcoal without lighter fluid. (A wire grill brush is handy, too, for cleaning the grates, but in a pinch you can hold unsoaped steel wool or even aluminum foil in tongs.) Only if you have a grill, that is.
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For Baking and Roasting

1 9 X 13-INCH ROASTING PAN OR RECTANGULAR BAKING PAN You might want two—one for roasting, one for baking (which can be glass)—but if you’re going to have only one, it should be metal. If you’re going to roast turkeys, large pieces of meat, or big batches of vegetables, you will need another, even larger rectangular pan; get the largest size that will fit in your oven.


2 LARGE RIMMED BAKING SHEET If you plan on baking cookies a lot, consider getting two rimless baking sheets also.


3 SQUARE BAKING PAN 8 or 9 inch. With the larger size, the food will spread out more and cook faster, so start checking at the minimum cooking time of the range named in the recipe.


4 WIRE RACKS One or more. For cooling baked goods and roasting. (If your roasting pan didn’t come with a rack, make sure at least one of them fits inside your pan.)


5 LARGE GRATIN DISH 2-quart capacity. For casseroles, oven puddings, and baking. Oval or rectangular, take your pick.


6 A 9-INCH PIE PLATE Should be glass, though metal is okay; deep dish is unnecessary for the recipes here.


7 MUFFIN TIN 12 cup, preferably. Nonstick or steel is better than uncoated aluminum.


8 TWO 9-INCH ROUND CAKE PANS If you’re going to make cakes, you’ll need these. Nonstick is okay here.


9 ONE LOAF PAN The standard size is 8½ x 4½ x 2 inchs. Get metal—not glass—if you’re going to have only one. This is really necessary only if you plan on making bread or loaf cake.


10 ROLLING PIN For pizza and pie dough in this book. I like the straight ones because you can feel the dough as you work. But some people like the kind with handles and ball bearings. Avoid tapered pins, which are less versatile and trickier to use.


11 RUBBER SPATULA The only way to remove every last drop of batter or dough from a mixing bowl.


12 COOKIE AND BISCUIT CUTTERS If you think you might be interested in rolling and cutting biscuit, scone, or cookie dough into fancy shapes. If you’re fine with circles, you can also always use an inverted glass.


13 ELECTRIC MIXER Mostly for baking, as in mixing batters and doughs for cookies and breads. A handheld mixer is a fine place to start.




Building Flavor

All food has flavor, in varying degrees. Our palates recognize several different flavors—mainly sweet, salty, sour, and bitter—and we season things to enhance or emphasize these flavors or to create contrast among them.

We all have our own taste preferences (you might like sour food more than bitter) and thresholds (you might be sensitive to chiles, or not); part of learning to cook includes practicing how to use seasonings in the amounts, ratios, and combinations that work for you. Get in the habit of trying a bite of what you’re cooking after every addition of salt or other seasoning to see if you want more. (There are a few exceptions to this rule—you probably don’t want to taste raw poultry or eggs, for instance—but not many.) This single technique will turn you from a good cook into a great one.

FATS Generally, fats enhance and convey other flavors—a spoonful of oil doesn’t taste great on its own, but many, many flavors are improved by cooking them with fat. In many cases you’ll heat oil or butter and add other flavorful ingredients to infuse the fat with flavor before adding meat, poultry, vegetables, grains, or noodles. (For more about specific oils, see Oil and Vinegar; for butter, see Butter.)

AROMATICS By aromatics I mean onions, garlic, shallots, scallions, and ginger. You can count chiles, carrots, and celery in this group too. All of these highly fragrant ingredients are chopped or minced and cooked in fat—usually as the first step in a recipe—to soften them and maybe turn them a little golden (do not burn them, or anything else for that matter), with the ultimate goal of developing their flavor and aroma.

SALT I cook only with coarse salt, usually kosher or sea salt, and I rarely use measurements for salt in my recipes. Instead I advise you to add a sprinkle at more than one point in the cooking process. Start by putting some salt in a small bowl on the counter, then grab a small amount between your thumb and two fingers—“a pinch.” After you stir it in, taste and add more if you like. Remember you can always add, but it’s a lot trickier to take it away.

PEPPER Whether freshly ground or from a jar, start with a good sprinkle—⅛ teaspoon or so—and go from there.

CHILES, FRESH OR DRIED The heat varies from chile to chile, so it’s important to taste a little before using. Removing the seeds from fresh chiles helps reduce their heat; mincing helps distribute their flavor evenly (see Preparing Chiles). Either add them to aromatic vegetables cooking in oil or use them to season a dish at the last minute. I generally figure a tablespoon per recipe is a good guess, but, again, it depends on the individual chile’s heat; add more or less to suit your taste (and do taste!). You’ll need even less if using powdered or crushed dried chiles (often called crushed red pepper). If you’re really into chiles, you’ll want to buy them whole and either use them that way (and fish them out before serving) or grind them in a coffee grinder you designate for spices.

HERBS Fresh herbs provide fresh-tasting flavors that range from grassy to tart to peppery. To preserve their intensity, chop and add them toward the end of cooking or as a final garnish. In any given dish you can generally use up to ½ cup of chopped leaves from mild herbs like parsley, mint, cilantro, dill, basil, and chives; but start with no more than a tablespoon or so of leaves from stronger herbs like rosemary, oregano, sage, thyme, and tarragon. Again, taste and adjust as you go.

ACIDS A splash of vinegar or citrus juice can add a pleasant tartness as well as brighten and bring out the flavors of other ingredients. They’re also crucial in salad dressings (see Oil and Vinegar). They’re strong, so usually no more than a tablespoon or two is needed. (If you overdo it, add a little water or a pinch of sugar to dilute or balance the acidic flavor.)

SALTY AND/OR SMOKY INGREDIENTS Olives, capers, anchovies, bacon, soy sauce, and hard cheeses (like Parmesan) are salty and complex, with a flavor sometimes called umami, or savoriness (and found in other foods as well, from mushrooms to meat). All are simple ways to pump up the flavor in both hot and cold dishes.

SPICES These are flavorful dried pods, berries, seeds, barks, and roots. If you get serious about cooking, experiment beyond the several I recommend for the pantry and try buying whole spices and grinding them yourself; a coffee grinder does the trick. Toasting spices—in fat or in an empty dry pan—warms their essential oils and improves their flavor, so you will often add spices to aromatics and let them cook for a minute before adding other ingredients.
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What Does Taste and Adjust the Seasoning Mean?

This is perhaps the most important instruction in the book. When I say “taste and adjust the seasoning,” I mean add more salt and pepper, of course, plus more of anything else you might have used in the recipe, like spices, lemon juice, soy sauce, and so on. Add seasonings (especially salt) a little at a time, tasting frequently, so as not to overseason. If you overdo, adding a little water may help dilute the saltiness. You’ll quickly get to a point where you can taste less frequently and eyeball the right amount of salt and other seasonings.

Bottom line: The key to seasoning any food is to add components in small increments and achieve the balance you like best.




Preparation

Here’s a rundown of all the skills you need to get cooking.


Rinsing

It’s usually best to rub fruit and vegetables gently under cool running water before using to get rid of grit, pesticides, and germs. (If you’ve got a lot to rinse, put everything in a colander first.) When something is extra-dirty—or has a thick skin—you might need to scrub stubborn bits off with a brush or sponge.
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You should also rinse grains and beans, which can contain chaff, stones, other foreign matter, or just plain dirt. I don’t rinse poultry and meat, but I do blot it with paper towels before cooking. All seafood should be rinsed, and clams, mussels, and oysters should always be scrubbed to remove sand. (Pat fish dry afterward.)




Holding a Knife

If you want to cut food safely and precisely—and you do—it’s imperative to keep your knives sharp. The best way to do this is to buy a knife sharpener—it may be electric or manual, or it may even be an old-fashioned sharpening stone—or take them to your local hardware store to be sharpened every few months. Once you start cooking a lot, you’ll also want to get a rod-looking tool called a steel to hone your knives between sharpenings.
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Your grip should feel comfortable enough to make assertive movements. When cutting food, hold the knife by its handle fairly close to the blade. Rest your thumb on the inside of the hilt and wrap your fingers around the other side.




Trimming

This simply refers to removing any inedible or damaged parts before using a given ingredient, usually with a paring knife. When you become confident, you can hold the food in one hand and trim with the other hand. Until then, put the food on a cutting board and cut away from you to avoid hurting yourself.
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For most produce, start by cutting off the hard parts (like stems, cores, and blossom ends). Make several cuts if the fruit or vegetable is big.
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Remove any blemished or bruised areas and any tough outer leaves.
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For meat, fish, and poultry, cut off excess fat and gristle with a paring knife.

For bigger pieces of fat you’ll need a chef’s knife.




Peeling

A vegetable peeler and paring knife are usually all you need to remove unwanted or tough skins. (For the vegetable peeler, the kind with a ceramic blade is nice but not mandatory.) For big produce—like winter squash or pineapple—you’ll need a chef’s knife and a cutting board.
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For thick-skinned vegetables and fruit, first cut a piece off one side so you have a flat, stable surface. Then use a paring or chef’s knife to cut the peel off, trying to remove as little edible flesh as possible.

Try to follow the contours of the food and not remove too much flesh.
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Peel away thin and medium skins by holding the fruit or vegetable in your nondominant hand and pulling a vegetable peeler toward you to scrape off the skin.



[image: gs15.tif]


Or if it’s more comfortable, pull the peeler away from you.




Cutting into Chunks

Unless you’re grating or thinly slicing, you’ll always start by cutting the food into large pieces—at least a couple inches or sometimes larger; the recipes will give more detail. I call these pieces chunks because I rarely fuss about making perfect shapes. Sometimes you stop here, and the recipe will specify the approximate size of the large pieces. But most often you’ll want the food to be smaller, so you’ll need to keep working.
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When cutting food into chunks, try to keep all the pieces around the same size and thickness so that they’ll cook evenly, be easy to eat when raw, or be easy to cut into smaller pieces if that’s what the recipe directs. You can tuck your fingers into your palm and use your knuckles to guide the knife or just make sure to keep everything away from the moving knife.

The pieces need to be perfect shapes only if you care (I don’t).




Chopping

The bulk of the directions in this book are for what I simply call chopped food. Sometimes this cut is referred to as dice or cubes, but I don’t want you to strive for such perfect geometry unless you want to. As long as the food is cut into roughly the same size pieces, it will cook evenly.



[image: gs19.tif]


Scatter small, loose items on the board in a shallow pile as wide as your knife blade. Steady the tip with your free hand and use a rocking motion, pivoting as you chop through/up the food. Stop every now and then to gather the pieces.
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For large items, first trim and peel the food as needed and cut it into manageable chunks so that there is a flat surface to put on the cutting board. Then use the knife tip to cut strips lengthwise. The space between these cuts will be the width of your pieces.
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Now cut the strips crosswise to make small pieces. Put downward pressure on the knife as you work. (In cases where the food isn’t so tall, it’s handier to hold the tip of the knife against the cutting board for stability and lift the part closest to the handle up and down to chop.) Your goal is pieces about ¼ inch in size.

Hold the sides of the food firmly with your other hand to steady it and carefully move your hand closer to—but still well out of the range of—the blade.




Mincing

Mincing is chopping until you get teeny pieces. Garlic, ginger, and chiles are really all I ever bother to mince. If you want herbs finer than chopped, you can certainly mince them, though I think most herbs taste better when cut in larger pieces since they tend to be less watery.
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First chop the food. Then use a quick rocking motion—keeping the tip of the knife in contact with the cutting board—to cut the food into the tiniest pieces you can manage without driving yourself nuts. If it helps you stabilize the knife to hold the tip down with your free hand, go ahead. Using an open palm makes sure your fingers stay clear of the blade.




Slicing

You can cut food into slices before or after cooking. Usually vegetables are sliced before cooking and meat is sliced after, but there are exceptions, of course. Slicing at a slight angle (as shown here) gives you more surface area and a nice presentation, but it’s certainly fine to cut straight down. Thick slices are easier to cut than thin ones, but with a little practice any size becomes easy. The recipes give specific directions, but here are some general guidelines.
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For meat, draw a sharp chef’s knife across the grain to get slices of fairly uniform width. For vegetables, set the blade in the food to steady it, then push assertively downward. (To determine which way the grain goes, look for lines or fibers like you would find in wood.) For cooked food you may need to pull and push the knife back and forth to work it all the way through. And for bread and other baked goods, use a serrated knife and a sawing motion. Raw meat for stir-fries and the like is easier to slice after it sits in the freezer for 30 minutes or so.




Measuring Dry Ingredients

For dry ingredients like flour, sugar, grains, dry beans, nuts, and cut vegetables or fruit, use flat-topped measuring cups designed for this purpose.
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Use the measuring cup to scoop up the ingredient, letting it come a little bit above the rim. (You can fill the cup with a spoon, but I’ve never found the measurements are different.)
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Then use the flat side of a butter knife to sweep the excess ingredient back into its container.



[image: gs24.tif]


Same drill with measuring spoons.




Measuring Liquid Ingredients

You must use special measuring cups for liquids, since to get an accurate reading you’d end up overfilling a dry cup and making a mess.
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Fill the measuring cup to around the right marking, then squat down to eye level to check that the bottom line of liquid is even with the line on the cup—if not, add or pour off liquid until it’s right.
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You use the same set of measuring spoons for both dry and liquid ingredients.




Techniques

When classic kitchen vocabulary isn’t simple, I sometimes opt for a more intuitive word.


Boiling

Boiling is straightforward and useful: Just fill a pot about two-thirds full with water, put over high heat, cover, and wait for bubbles to vigorously break the surface. Boiling is essential for cooking pasta, rice and other grains, beans, soup, and the most basic cooked vegetables. (See Boiled Greens.)
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When large bubbles forcefully break the surface, the water has reached a rolling boil; now’s the time to add whatever you’re cooking.




Simmering or “Gently Bubbling”

Simmering is quieter boiling, at lower heat. Everyone’s stove is a little different, but generally liquids simmer—or bubble gently or bubble steadily as I usually say—at the lowest setting if the pot is covered, somewhat higher if it’s uncovered. This is the technique used most to develop flavor in soups and stews.
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When liquid is simmering, small bubbles will occasionally burst through the surface.



One Food, Five Cooking Methods

Understanding different ways to transfer heat helps you eat a nutritious, exciting, and richly varied diet.
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A STEAMED Tender but still crisp (crisp-tender) and ready for topping or tossing.

B GRILLED Smoky, and as crisp or tender as you like.

C BOILED Soft and watery. Good for puréeing.

D ROASTED Gorgeous color, intensified flavors, and a slightly chewy texture.

E STIR-FRIED Browned and flavorful from cooking in hot oil.




Steaming

When you steam, instead of submerging food in a lot of boiling water you set it above a smaller amount of boiling water, usually in a large pot with a lid. Add water to just below the base of the steaming platform, put the food on there, cover, and turn the heat to high. Adjust the heat so the water bubbles vigorously but not violently. If you’re going to be steaming something for more than a few minutes, be sure to check inside in case you need to add water or adjust the heat.
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To rig your own steamer: Add about an inch of water to the pot, then put a heatproof plate upside down in the bottom.




[image: gs32.tif]


Put another heatproof plate right side up on top of the first plate and use that to hold the food. The steam will circulate around the pot.

To use a collapsible steamer basket, just put it in the bottom of a pot and open it up.




Sautéing

Sautéing is cooking food in a skillet with some oil or butter (usually at least a couple of tablespoons) to brown it on the outside, while keeping it tender and moist on the inside. Many recipes in the book use this technique; a couple good examples are Pan-Cooked (Sautéed) Mushrooms and Chicken Cutlets with Quick Pan Sauce. Since sauté can sound intimidating, I use the word cook instead.
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When oil is hot, it will shimmer and flow easily when you swirl it around in the pan. (You can use a pinch of flour or cornmeal to check; if it sizzles immediately, the oil is perfectly hot.) Oil usually takes a minute or two to get hot. If it starts smoking before you’re ready to add food, remove it immediately from the heat. (Next time, try lower heat to begin with.)

A related term, sweating is sautéing foods like vegetables at a low heat so they release water and don’t brown. I just call this softening.
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Many recipes in this book instruct you to put butter (or oil) in a pan over medium to medium-high heat and wait for it to melt (or get hot) before you add other ingredients.

To cook in butter, swirl the pan when it starts to foam. Work quickly and add the food to the pan before the butter begins to turn brown.




Stir-Frying

Stir-frying is a lot like sautéing, but the heat is usually higher, and you keep the food moving as it cooks. (One of my favorite stir-fries is Stir-Fried Shrimp with Celery.) In Asian restaurants, stir-frying is done in a very hot wok with a special stove. Home cooks are better off using a large skillet over high heat. The large surface area helps keep food from becoming too crowded and creating steam.
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Stir the food occasionally, allowing it to brown without burning. If you have a lot of food to stir-fry, work in batches so you don’t overcrowd the pan. Test for doneness frequently, transfer one batch to a plate, and repeat. Then return everything to the pan right before serving.




Searing or Browning

When you cook food at high heat (usually but not exclusively in oil) in the oven or on the stove (or grill) without disturbing it, the outsides quickly get crisp and brown. With Pot Roast with Potatoes the objective is to develop a nice crust that will keep the meat moist during long, slow cooking. With Grilled or Broiled Steak you create a crust but limit cooking time so the inside stays on the rare side.
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To sear, you’ll need to turn the food to get all sides, but wait until it releases easily from the pan (or grill) before turning. That’s how you know it’s well browned.




Braising

This slow, high-moisture method of cooking results in rich flavor and super-tenderness. You can braise meat, poultry, fish, or vegetables. (A couple easy dishes to try are Curried Butternut Squash and Braised Chicken, Mediterranean Style.)
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Brown the ingredient in a little fat (if I’m feeling lazy, I skip this step; not quite as flavorful, but perfectly acceptable). Then add liquid to partially submerge the food. Cover and let the food cook at a gentle bubble—on the stove or in the oven—until it’s tender enough to slide off a fork. This can take up to several hours, but with minimal attention.




Baking

The distinction between baking and roasting is subtle. The simplest (and most contemporary) way is to define baking as cooking batters or doughs in the oven. The moisture in the food essentially steams it in the oven from the inside out. That might sound like a mystery, but it’s not a big deal. (And of course other foods—like chicken parts—are often referred to as baked.) A good place to start is with Blueberry Muffins.
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It’s true what everyone says about baking: You do need to measure carefully—more meticulously than with other sorts of dishes. But there’s still a lot of room for substitutions and variations.




Roasting

Roasting is cooking dry food (or nearly so) in a fairly hot oven—anywhere between 350°F and 450°F. You might coat the ingredients in a little oil or butter before roasting to promote browning, but in any case it’s cooked in a large, shallow pan so it remains dry. This method intensifies flavors and helps food develop a crisp exterior while maintaining a moist interior. You can roast any food you might expect to cook in a pan, like Rosemary-Roasted Potatoes.



[image: gs39.tif]


Whenever you roast anything, it’s a good idea to stir or turn the pieces occasionally so that they brown and crisp up evenly on all sides.




Broiling

Your broiler is located either inside or right below your oven; it provides direct and high heat from above that cooks and browns foods, much as grilling does—only upside down. Broiling works best with foods that cook to the desired doneness and become tender quickly. A good example: Grilled or Broiled Tomatoes. In the broiler, food can go from browned to burned very quickly, sometimes before the inside is cooked.
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The heat in home broilers varies wildly. So check food frequently. If you need to, move the pan to a lower rack until the inside catches up with the outside, or if you have a low setting, use it.




Grilling

Grilling is cooking over hot coals or an open gas flame. With direct grilling, you put the food on a grate right over the heat source to promote quick cooking and browning; it’s closely related to broiling. With indirect grilling—which is best for thick, slow-cooking foods—the ingredients are put to the side of the heat source and the lid is closed to promote slower, more even cooking. If you’ve got a grill, try a simple steak.
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To light charcoal grills, put lump charcoal (much better than briquettes, which contain chemical additives) in a metal cylinder called a chimney starter, fill the bottom with paper, and light the paper.
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When the edges of the charcoal turn white, distribute the coals across the bottom of the grill for direct cooking—or in a pile for indirect—and put the rack in place.
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A For direct cooking, put food over the coals.

B For indirect cooking, put food on the cool side and cover.

If you have a gas grill (which isn’t shown here), turn it on and let the grates heat up for a few minutes. To grill indirectly, turn on one or two of the burners and put the food on the cool side. When the coals are coated in ash and you can hold your hand over the grate for no more than 4 seconds, the grill is ready. When the grates are hot, scrub them with a wire brush before cooking. To grease the grill, douse a paper towel in oil and smear it around the grates with tongs.




Panfrying

When you cook food in about ½ inch of hot oil over medium-high heat, you’re panfrying or shallow-frying. Since the food isn’t totally submerged in the hot oil, you have to turn the pieces to cook each side. But since the idea of panfrying is to help food develop a brown crust, you must let it sit and cook, undisturbed, for a few minutes for it to become crisp. Adjust the heat during cooking so the fat sizzles without smoking.
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Breading before panfrying helps keep the insides moist and the outsides crunchy, but it’s not mandatory; you can pan-fryuncoated food, too. For a recipe with breading, check out Panfried Breaded Eggplant; without, see Zucchini Pancakes.




Deep Frying

Deep frying involves submerging food in 2 to 3 inches of oil, usually heated to 350–375°F. (A good place to start is Battered and Fried Squid.) You can deep-fry in any large, heavy pot (you don’t need a deep-fryer). Just make sure you use a vegetable oil that can stand high heat; peanut oil is my first choice. When you add the food to the oil, it should bubble, float to the surface of the oil, and turn golden within a minute.
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Very important: Avoid letting the oil get so hot that it smokes (if it does, remove it from the heat right away), and don’t fill the vessel so high that it overflows when you add the food.




The Basics in a Nutshell

To increase your odds of success, here are my five golden rules of the kitchen.


1. Anything you cook at home will be good.

Start with real ingredients and anything you make will taste better than anything from a box, bag, jar, or fast-food joint. And if you mess up, so what? Even the worst mistakes will probably still be edible. Chalk them up to experience and move on, knowing that you’ll improve exponentially with just a little bit of practice. Really. You will.

2. Read the recipe through before starting.

Old-school advice, still valuable. Familiarizing yourself with a recipe before you start cooking allows you to gather all the equipment and ingredients you need ahead of time and prevents any unwelcome surprises. Until you get the hang of the pacing of cooking, it will also help if you prepare (chop, measure, etc.) all your ingredients before you start to cook—this will, initially at least, help you relax at the stove and be able to focus on the task at hand.

3. It’s okay to serve dishes warm or at room temp.

No rush. No pressure. Keep this in mind when you’re trying to serve more than one dish at a time; it’s virtually impossible to serve a large, complicated meal if you want everything piping hot, but it’s very easy to do it if you accept that some dishes will be closer to room temperature. Only soup, eggs, and some pasta dishes really must be served hot. That said, you don’t want to leave food sitting out at room temperature for a total of more than 2 hours—including serving time—without refrigerating (if it’s over 90°F out, make that 1 hour). Other than that, give yourself a break, slow down, and enjoy the process.

4. Trust your senses.

The recipes in this book are designed to hone your powers of observation. If something isn’t cooking as fast as the recipe says it will, the heat under the pan is too low; if you smell something burning, it is (quickly move your pot off the stove). Your eyes, ears, nose, fingers, and tongue will tell you if something’s wrong—and they’ll become more sensitive as you cook more—so don’t ignore them. Even if you think you don’t know anything about cooking, your intuition and senses can guide you through a recipe. And your intuition will be sharpened and improved by experience, so making judgment calls will become second nature and soon you’ll be able to recognize how something smells before it burns.

5. Be safe—but not insane—about cleanliness.

Wash your hands before you handle any food, keep your equipment and work surfaces clean, and don’t let cooked food touch anything that previously touched raw food. You should keep your refrigerator at 40°F and your freezer at 0°F or colder. Things get a little trickier when we talk about eating rare or raw meat, poultry, fish, or eggs. If you want to minimize the risk of bacteria, you must cook everything thoroughly. But since that’s not always the tastiest way to eat some foods, well, use your judgment, but at least buy high-quality products from sources you trust, refrigerate them immediately, and handle them as discussed here.
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Recipe List

Oatmeal or Other Hot Cereal

Granola and Muesli

Vanilla-Peach Smoothie

Scrambled Eggs

Fried Eggs

Poached Eggs

Cheese Omelet

Spinach Frittata

Baked Eggs with Onions and Cheese

French Toast

Pancakes




Breakfast

By happy coincidence, the first meal of the day is also the easiest to cook, even on the busiest, most stressful mornings. In the time it takes to unwrap and heat a Pop-Tart, you can fry an egg, pour a bowl of granola, slice fruit, or toast some bread. And in the time it takes to stand in line for a latte, you can whip up a smoothie and a cup of coffee and take them wherever you need to go.

Making breakfast will instantly improve your cooking skills and your eating habits. A simple scrambled egg teaches you how to control the heat under a skillet and anticipate and recognize doneness. Every time you cut up a piece of fruit you practice knife handling by peeling, trimming, and slicing. Learn to measure and mix simple batters with an easy batch of pancakes. These are confidence-building recipes you can cook for yourself or for others, without the pressure of getting a lot of food on the table at the same time.

If you’re a more advanced cook, you can use this chapter to vary breakfast and brunch dishes and sharpen techniques you already know or to learn new tricks: Experiment filling and folding an omelet, try novel ingredients and toppings for hot cereal, and include perfectly cooked eggs in other dishes throughout the book.

The most important thing about cooking breakfast might be that you begin your day in the kitchen, and that’s my idea of getting the best possible start.




Making Breakfast




Dairyand Not

So many choices:

Milk Comes in nonfat (skim), 1 percent milk fat, 2 percent, and whole (usually 3.25 percent). Fat has flavor, so whole milk is my first choice for cooking (and for everything really). But you can use reduced-fat (not nonfat) for most of the recipes in this book (unless the recipe says otherwise). Avoid skim milk, which is watery in both taste and texture.

Cream With more fat, richer and thicker than milk. Heavy and whipping cream (which run 30 to 36 percent fat) can be whipped. Light cream contains less fat, and half-and-halfhalf milk and half creamstill less. Both make soups, sauces, and baked foods, well, creamy. Sour cream is thicker and tangier. Warm all creams gently; boiling causes them to curdle.

Yogurt Milk that’s been cultured with bacteria, which thickens it and sours it, sometimes slightly and sometimes greatly. Check the label for “live, active cultures”or similar wordingand skip the stuff with gelatins, gums, stabilizers, or sugar and flavors. It comes in whole, low-fat, and nonfat versions, in both regular and super-creamy Greek and Mediterranean styles. My rules for choosing milk apply to yogurt: Full-fat is best.

Other Milks For people who have trouble digesting cow’s milk (or for those who object to it), these can be a real boon on cereal or in coffee. You can use them in recipes too, as long as you don’t expect the results to be the same. Soy, rice, nut (usually almond), coconut, oat, and goat milks are the most common. Rice and oat milks are the most neutral tasting; soy and goat the strongest. Full-fat coconut milk is super-rich but also comes in a reduced-fat choice. Many of these are sweetened.
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Maple Syrup

Like real olive oil, real maple syrup is the only option in its class; everything else is essentially water laced with sugar, corn syrup, and artificial color. Look for “Real Maple Syrup”; when in doubt, check the ingredients (they should not include artificial maple flavor!). Yes, it’s more expensive; it’s also incomparably delicious, a gift from nature, with flavor way beyond mere sweetness. I prefer Grade B maple syrup: It’s cheaper, darker, and stronger tasting than Grade A. Stored in the fridge, maple syrup will keep for months. When you want some, warm a little gently in the microwave or in a small pot on the stove before using or let it come to room temperature on the counter while you’re cooking.
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Breakfast Meats


Yum. Bacon. Sausage. Ham. Here’s what to do with them:

On the stove: Put the bacon or sausage in a skillet over medium-low heat. Bacon pieces can touch and even overlap a little; sausage should have a little space for ideal browning. Check every couple of minutes, but don’t fuss: You’ll hear and smell either cooking as it begins to brown. If parts start to brown too fast, lower the heat; if they’re not sizzling, raise it a bit. If the fat in the pan starts to smoke, move it off the heat for a few seconds. Turn pieces as they brown on the bottom. Sausage is done when the interior is no longer pink (you can peek inside by cutting in with a sharp knife); bacon is done before it looks the way you want to eat itit gets crisper as it cools. Draining on paper towels before eating is always a good idea.

To cook ham: Put a thin film of olive oil in a skillet over medium heat. When it’s hot, add the ham and cook gently, stirring (if it’s chopped) or turning (if it’s in slices or steaks) as necessary to heat it through and brown it a bit. Remove it from the pan before it gets too dry; really you’re just browning and warming it up (it’s already cooked when you start).

Big-Batch Bacon or Sausage: Heat the oven to 450°F and spread the meat in a single layer in a roasting pan. Roast, checking every 5 minutes or so and turning occasionally. As the meat cooks, take out the extra fat by tipping the pan a little and spooning or pouring it into a heatproof bowl. Turn the pieces as they brown and release from the pan. Total cooking time will be 20 to 30 minutes, depending on how much you cook and how you like it.
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Breakfast

Oatmeal or Other Hot Cereal

You cook all hot cereals the same, adjusting the water so they’re creamy, thick, or in between.

TIME 15 minutes

MAKES 2 servings

Pinch salt

1 cup rolled oats (not instant)

1 tablespoon butter, optional

Maple syrup, sugar, or honey, to taste

Milk, cream, or half-and-half, optional

 cup raisins or any chopped dried fruit or fresh fruit, optional

 teaspoon ground cinnamon, optional


1 Put 2 cups water in a medium saucepan with the salt and the oats and turn the heat to high. When the water boils, turn the heat to low and cook, stirring frequently, until the water is just absorbed and big bubbles are popping on the surface, about 5 minutes. Stir in the butter if you’re using it, cover the pan, and remove it from the heat.

2 Five minutes later, uncover the pan and stir. Drizzle or sprinkle on a little sweetener, pour in a splash of milk, and sprinkle on the fruit and cinnamon, as you like. Stir, taste, add more sweetener if necessary, and serve.


Variations


	Grits: This southern favorite is made with ground dried hominy, a kind of cornmeal with a tortillalike taste. You can find itcalled simply gritsin most supermarkets; again, don’t buy the instant kind. In Step 1, use grits instead of the oatmeal and increase the water to 2 cups. Before turning on the heat, whisk the mixture until it’s smooth and free of lumps. Turn the heat to medium-high, whisking frequently, until it barely comes to a boil. Lower the heat so that the mixture bubbles gently and cook, whisking frequently, until it gets thick, with big, plopping bubbles, 10 to 15 minutes. (You want it to stay soupy as it cooks, so add water2 tablespoons at a timeas necessary.) Then add the butter, cover, and let rest as described in the recipe. You can sweeten grits or add a handful of grated cheddar cheese.



Tips


	Do notI repeatdo not use instant oatmeal here or anywhere else. It has almost no flavor and saves very little time.

	You can cook steel-cut oats and other grainslike bulgur, quinoa, or cornmealusing the same recipe; just allow extra time. Keep cooking, stirring, and tasting, adding water if the mixture becomes too thick, until the grains become tender.

	To make sure you have hot cereal on hand whenever you want it, triple this recipe; keep whatever is left in the fridge for up to a week. Then just warm some in the microwave.




Lessons
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Salting The Water
•Cooking and Thickening
•Resting Time







Learn More


	
Maple Syrup
•Grain Basics
•Preparing Fruit
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Breakfast

Granola and Muesli

Granola is baked. Muesli isn’t. And both are completely customizable.

TIME 10 to 45 minutes, plus time to cool

MAKES about 8 cups

6 cups rolled oats

2 cups chopped nuts (walnuts, pecans, almonds, cashews, etc.)

1 cup shredded unsweetened coconut

1 teaspoon ground cinnamon, or to taste

Pinch salt

 cup packed brown sugar, honey, or maple syrup, or more to taste

1 cup raisins or chopped dried fruit


1 If you’re making granola, heat the oven to 350°F.

2 In a large bowl, combine the oats, nuts, coconut, cinnamon, and salt. For muesli, sprinkle the oat mixture with the brown sugar; for granola, drizzle it with honey or syrup. Toss well to thoroughly distribute the sweetener. Taste and stir in a little more to make the cereal sweeter if you like. If you’re making muesli, add the raisins and you’re done.

3 If you’re making granola, spread the mixture evenly on a rimmed baking sheet and put in the oven. Bake for 30 to 35 minutes, stirring occasionally to make sure the granola is toasting evenly. The browner it gets without burning, the crunchier the granola will be.

4 Remove the pan from the oven and add the raisins. Cool on a rack. The pan will still be quite hot, so stir the granola once in a while until it cools to keep it from burning in spots. Spoon the granolaor muesliinto a sealed container and store in the refrigerator; it will stay fresh for a couple months.


Variations


	3 Ways to Vary Granola or Muesli:



1 Use different nuts or dried fruit. I don’t combine more than one type of nut or fruit at a time because I like the flavors to be distinct, but you certainly can. Some dried fruit to try: cranberries, apricots, blueberries, pineapple, or figs.

2 Instead of the cinnamon, try  teaspoon freshly grated nutmeg or ground allspice or  teaspoon ground cardamom or ginger.

3 Replace the coconut with more oats, nuts, or fruit.


Tips


	Any cereal you make yourself will be better (and mostly cheaper) than anything that comes in a box or a bag. (It’s shocking how good raw oats are.) And you’ll never get bored of granola and muesli, since by switching up the nuts, fruit, and sweeteners, they never come out the same way twice.

	Don’t worry if the granola is slightly chewy when it comes out of the oven; it will crisp up as it cools in the pan.




Lessons
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Tossing to Combine
•Sweetening Alternatives
•Turning Muesli into Granola
•Toasting Evenly







Learn More


	
Chopping Nuts
•Maple Syrup
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Breakfast

Vanilla-Peach Smoothie

Why not make a different flavor every day?

TIME 5 minutes

MAKES 2 large or 4 small servings

2 cups yogurt

 cup orange juice, or more as needed

 teaspoon vanilla extract

 frozen banana, optional

2 cups unsweetened frozen sliced or chopped peaches


1 Put the yogurt, juice, vanilla, and the banana if you’re using it in the blender first, followed by the peaches.

2 Start by pulsing the machine, then turn it on and whiz until smooth. If the mixture is not moving much, add a splash more orange juice. Serve right away, ideally in chilled glasses or over ice (though if you’ve used the frozen banana, it’ll be plenty cold).


Variations


	Mango-Ginger Smoothie: 2 cups mango, 1 frozen banana, 1 cup white grape juice, and toss 2 thin slices of peeled fresh ginger into the blender.

	Orange Cream Smoothie: 2 cups orange juice, 1 cup Greek yogurt, 1 cup ice, and 1 frozen banana.

	Cherry-Melon Smoothie: 1 cup pitted cherries, 1 cup honeydew or cantaloupe chunks (frozen or fresh), 1 frozen banana, and 1 cup orange juice.

	Piña Colada Smoothie: 2 cups pineapple chunks (frozen or fresh), 1 frozen banana, and  cup coconut milk and  cup water or pineapple juice.

	Strawberry-Vanilla Smoothie: 4 cups strawberries (frozen or fresh), 1 cup yogurt,  teaspoon vanilla extract, and white grape juice or water as needed.

	Blueberry-Lemon Smoothie: 2 cups blueberries (frozen or fresh), 1 frozen banana, and 2 tablespoons fresh lemon juice mixed into  cup orange juice with a little honey or sugar.



Tips


	No frozen fruit handy? No problem. Wait until after blending to add the juice (you might not need it) and start with fresh fruit; add a few ice cubes to the blender after the fruit. (Don’t put the ice cubes into the container first, or the machine will have a hard time getting moving.)




Lessons
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Layering The Ingredients
•Puréeing







Learn More


	
Dairyand Not
•Preparing Fruit







Egg Basics

Buying Eggs


	You want to use the freshest eggs possible, but that’s easier said than done, thanks to a confusing and meaningless labeling system. (For more information, see Chicken Lingo.) Try to find locally raised eggs if you can. Whichever you choose, look for the sell-by date; it should be at least a couple weeks in the future.




	Buy only large or extra-large eggs, since the recipes in this book (and most others) work best with those sizes. Once you get eggs home, leave them in the carton and put them in the coolest part of the fridgeusually the bottom, in the back. (Don’t store them in those cute little cups in the door.) You can tell how good they are when you crack one open: A really fresh egg will have a firm yolk that sits high on a mound of whites. If it’s runny and thin, with a flat yolk, it’s a little on the old side; you can still eat it, though, unless it smells bad.

	To keep bits of shell from getting into the part you eat, open an egg by smacking the side definitivelybut not aggressivelyon a flat, hard surface, stopping your hand when you hear a crack.

	Most of what’s inside an egg is the white, which contains more than half of the egg’s protein and none of its fat. The yolk has the majority of the vitamins and the remaining protein and minerals. Don’t freak out if you see a small blood spot in the yolk; you’ll never notice it once the egg is cooked. If it bugs you, remove it with the tip of a sharp knife.




Soft- or Medium-Boiled Eggs
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LOWER THE EGGS INTO THE WATER Choose a pot that will comfortably hold all the eggs you want to cook and still have room to cover them with 2 inches of water. Bring the water to a boil and adjust the heat so the water bubbles gently. Lower the egg (or eggs) into the water with a spoon and let them fall off gently so they don’t crack against the sides or bottom.




[image: fgBASICS0104.tif]


MAINTAIN A GENTLE BUBBLE Adjust the heat so the water never returns to a rolling boil. Then cook the eggs for 3 to 7 minutes, depending on how runny you like them. A timer is handy, since the texture inside the shell changes pretty fast. (The photos in the Is It Done Yet? section will give you an idea of what to expect.)
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COOL THEM DOWN When the desired time is up, run cold water into the pot just until you can handle the eggs. Once you remove one, crack the shell and scoop the insides into a small bowl (or eat straight from the shell), or if the white is firm enough, just peel the egg. Sprinkle with salt and pepper and serve.



Hard-Boiled Eggs
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PUT THE EGGS IN A POT WITH COLD WATER The process is slightly different than for soft-cooked eggs. Choose a pot that will comfortably hold all the eggs you want to cook, add the eggs, and then add enough cold water to cover them by 2 inches. Put the pot over medium-high heat and bring it to a gentle boil; turn off the heat and cover. The average large to extra-large egg will be ready 9 minutes later.
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GET AN ICE BATH READY Cooling the eggs quickly after cooking helps prevent the yolk from developing a harmless (but not too pretty) green ring. Fill a medium bowl with lots of ice and some water. After the eggs steep for 9 minutes, transfer them to the ice bath and let sit for a minute or so. Then eat right away or refrigerate for up to a week or two. To serve, crack the shell gently on all sides, peel, and sprinkle with salt and pepper.



IS IT DONE YET?

Eggs cook in a flash. Check out the difference a minute makes.
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Scrambled Eggs














	11 Things to Add to Scrambled Eggs

















	You can add a little milk or cream to make the scrambled eggs silkier and less eggy tasting. But don’t add too much or they might get watery; figure 1 tablespoon for every 2 eggs.

	A wooden spoon or heatproof rubber spatula is ideal for gently scraping the pan as the eggs cook.
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Cracking an Egg
•Beating Eggs
•Heating the Fat
•Adjusting the Texture









	
Egg Basics
•Grating Cheese
•Chopping Herbs
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Fried Eggs














	Eggs in the Hole. Eggs and toast all together: For each egg, use a small glass or other round object to cut a circle in the center of a slice of bread. In Step 1, double the amount of butter or oil; when it’s ready, put the bread slices and the rounds in the pan and cook for a minute or so. Turn, then crack the eggs into the holes in the bread. When the eggs begin to firm up, carefully flip the slices with a spatula. Cook on the second side for a few more seconds, sprinkle with salt and pepper, and serve with the rounds.





	Fat matters when you cook eggs: Butter will be rich and luxurious, while olive oil gives you a more complex, earthy flavor.

	You can fry as many eggs at a time as will fit comfortably in the pan. Just be sure to increase the amount of fat too. If the whites run together, separate them with a spatula as they harden. They won’t be as attractive, but this way everyone can eat at the same time.
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Cracking Eggs into the Pan
•Encouraging Eggs to Cook Evenly
•For Over-Easy Eggs









	
Egg Basics
•7 Things to Put Under Poached (or Fried) Eggs






[image: Photo of Poached Eggs]



Poached Eggs













	7 Things to Put Under Poached (or Fried) Eggs













	If you boil an egg in its shell for 6 minutes, you have a perfect substitute for a poached egg. Run under cold water, crack the shell, and peelgentlyas you would a hard-boiled egg.

	You can poach as many eggs as will fit comfortably in the water, so use as large a pan as you need. To keep the eggs from clumping together, let each set a bit before adding the next. Try to keep track of which went in first and take them out in the same order.

	To poach eggs for a large group, poach them ahead of time, but take them out of the water about 30 seconds earlier than you normally would and transfer them to bowl of ice water. Before serving, reheat them in gently bubbling water.

	For a change from toast, try serving poached eggs on rice, noodles, or potatoes.
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Maintaining a Gentle Boil
•Sliding the Eggs into the Water
•Removing the Eggs from the Pan









	
Egg Basics
•Cracking an Egg
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Cheese Omelet

















	8 Other Fillings














	A nonstick (or well-seasoned cast-iron) pan prevents the eggs from sticking.

	To make an omelet for one, use half of each ingredient and cook in a small (6- to 8-inch) skillet. For a thinner omelet, use a large (12-inch) skillet.

	You don’t want to brown the eggs, but they need to set up quickly, so make sure the pan is good and hot when they go in. If the fat starts to “spit,” lower the heat a bit.

	Resist the temptation to overstuff the omelet or you’ll have trouble folding and getting it out of the pan. For 4 eggs, use no more than 1 cup of filling.
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Forming the Omelet
•Folding an Omelet
•Removing the Omelet from the Pan









	
Egg Basics
•Cheese for Cooking
•Grating Cheese
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Spinach Frittata




















	Any-Vegetable Frittata Try asparagus, zucchini, tomatoes, red bell pepper, peas, or carrots, for example. As with the spinach, figure a pound or so and chop them up a bit if they’re big. Some will take longer to cook than others, but follow the directions in Steps 2 and 3 and figure a range of 5 to 15 minutes. Add the eggs when the vegetables are completely dry and tender.

	Using Other Cheeses in Frittatas: Crumbly or soft cheesesfeta, goat, or ricottaare all fine replacements for the Parmesan.





	For a thicker frittata, use a smaller pan, keep the heat low, and extend the cooking time. You still want the eggs to barely set; don’t brown the bottom by turning up the heat.

	Frittatas are ideal for entertaining since you can make them ahead and serve them warm or at room temperature. Cut them into wedges for plated appetizers (a little tomato sauce is a lovely addition) or into bite-sized squares to serve with toothpicks.
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Wilting the Vegetables
•Drying Out the Vegetables
•Adding the Eggs
•Judging Doneness









	
Egg Basics
•Grating Cheese
•Salad Greens
•Chopping Onions
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Baked Eggs with Onions and Cheese


















	Baked Eggs with Tomato: Use 8 large tomatoes (about 2 pounds) instead of the onions. Chop them into big chunks and cook them as described in Step 1, until they release their water and the pan becomes fairly dry. (This should still take about 15 minutes.) Then just follow the recipe the same way. When the pan comes out of the oven, garnish with  cup chopped fresh herbslike parsley, chives, or cilantroif you’ve got them.





	Any cooked vegetable works as a bed for baked eggs: roasted or mashed potatoes, spinach or other greens, summer or winter squash, chopped asparagus, or even grated carrots. Just make sure they’re already tender and you have enough to fill the bottom of the baking dish and make the indentations.

	To make a smaller batch, cook half the amount of onions in an ovenproof skillet and make indentations for 4 eggs. Depending on the size of the skillet, the eggs might take less time to cook, so start checking them after 10 minutes.
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Creating the Base
•Making Room for the Eggs
•Placing the Eggs









	
Egg Basics
•Fresh Bread Crumbs
•Cheese for Cooking
•Grating Cheese
•Slicing Onions
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French Toast




















	3 Ways to Vary French Toast









	Buttery, eggy breads like challah or brioche make soft, custardy French toast with crisp outsides. For something heartier, try a whole grain loaf. Airy loaves with big holes work only if you cut them 1 to 2 inches thick.

	Slightly dry stale bread is ideal here, because it soaks up the egg mixture like a sponge. Fresh bread is okay too, but dry the slices on a baking sheet in a 200°F oven for a few minutes if you have time.

	Topping ideas: fresh berries, yogurt, maple syrup, jam, a sprinkle of powdered sugar, or a drizzle of molasses.
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Making the Custard
•Avoiding Sogginess
•Recognizing Doneness









	
Bread and Sandwich Basics
•Judging the Pan’s Heat
•Maple Syrup
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Pancakes




















	Partially Whole Grain Pancakes: Replace  cup of the flour with cornmeal or whole wheat flour.

	Spiced Pancakes: Spike the batter with a pinch of ground cinnamon or ginger or 1 tablespoon grated lemon or orange zest.

	Loaded Pancakes: Right after you pour the batter into the pan, sprinkle with blueberries, banana slices, chopped nuts, chocolate chunks, or granola.





	The first batch of pancakeswhich are never quite as good as those that followusually require higher heat than the following batches, since the skillet builds up and retains heat.

	Pancakes are best eaten immediately, but you can keep them warm on an ovenproof plate in a 200°F oven for about 15 minutes.

	To cook pancakes on an electric griddle, set the temperature to 350°F and adjust it as necessary to keep the batter sizzling gently without burning. Or use a stovetop griddle just like a skillet.
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Mixing Just to Combine
•Judging the Pan’s Heat
•Leaving Room
•Waiting for Bubbles









	
Melting Butter
•Combining Dry Ingredients
•Combining Wet Ingredients
•Maple Syrup
•Preparing Fruit
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