
		
			SOME BASICS

			Volumes could be written about the basics of cooking. Bibles even. Maybe even an entire book or possibly a whole chapter, such as this one. This chapter isn’t meant to be comprehensive, just comprehensible. I will not attempt to cover all of the basics, but I will mention a few things that will set you up to cook most of the stuff in this book.

			In addition, this information will also set you up to make three to four hundred thousand recipes not in this book. Those recipes can be found in other books, on the Internet, from friends and relatives, from enemies and strangers, scrawled on old withering parchment in thrift stores, dreamed up inside your own mind, or whispered in your ear by dead people. Recipes that come from any other source are not to be trusted and should be immediately discarded.

			If you’re brand new to cooking, this is the part of the book where I overwhelm you with information to the point of frustration and you don’t bother trying. If you are prone to that kind of response, the best way to approach this section is to skip it entirely and go straight to the recipes and try them out. If you insist on reading this chapter, just know that there isn’t anything in here that’s crucial, except for all of the stuff that is essential, not to mention the few bits that are vital. What I’m saying is, don’t feel like you have to go out and buy all of the stuff mentioned in this chapter before you start. There are workarounds for almost anything and I believe in you. Or I am at least willing to say that I believe in you even though I know nothing about you.

			THINGS YOU MIGHT NEED

			TASTE BUDS

			Everything that has ever been cooked has been made to taste. Someone’s taste. In other words, a recipe is just, like, someone’s opinion, man. Try out the recipes as written and adjust parts of them at your leisure. If leisure isn’t your thing, adjust things according to your uptight intensity.

			Don’t like an ingredient? Swap something else in, or don’t swap anything in at all. Maybe it will still be good, maybe not. There’s one way to find out. And that way is to convince a friend to make it for you, and then try it and see what you think.

			The way you can tell if something you made is good is by tasting it. If you like how it tastes, then it is good. If you don’t like how it tastes, then it is not good. At least not right now, although it might be good one day, or it might be good right now for someone else. I used to hate onions, but now I can’t live without them. That’s not an exaggeration. I am hooked up to an onion juice IV in order to keep me alive, because without onions in my blood I have no will to live. High-end chefs might make scrambled eggs that have the texture of hot custard. But if I want to eat something with the texture of hot custard, I’ll eat hot custard. And maybe that hot custard will be made of eggs cooked by a high-end chef. Maybe not. The point is, trust your taste, but be open to it evolving. Or don’t.

			A HEAT SOURCE

			Cooking, by definition, involves one or both of two things: combining ingredients and heating them. There are many heat sources to choose from, each more dangerous than the next. Excessive heat can cause pain to any part of the body that contains skin, bones, or living cells. Make sure you choose the heat source that is just dangerous enough for you. Consider the following choices.
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			FIRE

			Using this yellowish, orangish, pointyish, shapeshifting, gas-like substance to cook is a tradition that goes back dozens of years. You really have to keep your wits about you when working with this unpredictable stuff, as many variables affect how it behaves—particularly how angry you’re feeling. Also, fire is contagious, so be careful when you get close to it. Luckily, fire usually burns upward as heat normally rises, so you can mostly count on that. I recommend using fire contained in a hard metal box, such as a barbecue. If a barbecue is not available, try cooking over a wild prairie fire.

			THE SUN

			Cooking with the sun is the trickiest approach, on account of the surface of the sun being almost 10,000°F. This method requires you to expose the food to the sun for no longer than a few millionths of a second, either with quick hand movements or with an astronomically fast rotating rotisserie (best operated by the gusting winds of a Category 5 hurricane). If you cook with the center of the sun, the temperature is closer to 27,000°F, which requires a slightly shorter cooking time, and a very good pair of gloves. Forearm guards are also recommended.

			
				The Kitchen Hot Box is the box inside your kitchen that gets hot. It does so by rapidly removing all of the coldness until there is nothing left but heat. When operating a Kitchen Hot Box, you can choose to make the top hot, the inside hot, or both hot at the same time.
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			STOVE

			A stove is the top part of the Kitchen Hot Box that has burners, which provide you with a controlled source of heat. This can be in the form of flames (see above: Fire), magnetic induction, or electrons moving through metal coils. The stove gives you a safe place to control heat easily while meticulously applying it to food. Many consider using a stove to be cheating, since you don’t have to work too hard to make the heat appear. But keep in mind that cheating is the quickest way to get ahead in life so it’s probably worth it.

			MICROWAVE

			The microwave is a neutral-temperature box that heats up the food you put inside it. It does so by hurling very tiny sunbeams at the food, which cause the water molecules inside it to exercise involuntarily until the food is hot.

			OVEN

			The oven—also known as The Onion, also known as The Undo (pronounced un-doe), also known as the Sizzle Cube, also known as the Danger Cave, also known as the Chamber of Blazing Secrets—is the box part of the Kitchen Hot Box that has a door. If your cooking has so far been limited to the stove and the microwave, get excited to learn how to use one of the most versatile and universal of heat sources. If you already have extensive experience using The Undo, then get excited to continue taking it for granted, even though it continues to be low-key awesome despite your indifference.

			Befriend the oven. Sit down with it and tell it your deepest, darkest secrets. That way you’ll know you can trust it. If you listen closely, the oven will tell you its deepest, darkest secrets, too. It may sound like nothing because ovens have no secrets.

			Whether you’re a beginner who has never turned an oven on, mechanically or otherwise, or an experienced chef who has put many things inside the oven, becoming closer to it has many benefits. Primarily, the feeling of closeness.

			SOMETHING TO CUT WITH

			Choosing a cutting tool is a very personal decision. Before the 1940s when knives were invented, people would simply smash ingredients against the wall. Today, walls are not strong enough to survive being pummeled by onions, let alone potatoes and cabbage. Many houses have been lost to cooks from earlier generations who refused to change their ways. Fortunately, we now have a number of tools at our disposal to dismantle our food:

			LASERS

			Lasers are a powerful cutting tool. Their application within various industries is widely known and they are highly effective for cutting through most materials, including other lasers. When using a laser to cut food, it is important to have a bunch of disposable countertops on hand, unless your countertop is a mirror, in which case you’ll need a disposable kitchen.

			TORNADOES

			These swirling funnels are composed of fast-moving air, also known as “wind.” When wind gets moving in a circle, it can be fast enough to send playing cards through the air at such a high velocity they can cut through trees, which is also fast enough to cut through most fruit and some vegetables. The downside to using a tornado to cut your food is that you are at the mercy of local and international weather systems, and you also risk spilling your food. Effectively using tornadoes in the kitchen requires years of study in order to predict and track tornadoes, as well as a kitchen with a retractable roof.

			KNIVES

			Knives are most often used to modify the size of objects, particularly if you want to make an object smaller. To cut an object bigger requires elite skill and the ability to move time backward. Until self-chopping vegetables become a thing, we are basically stuck with knives. Attempts to engineer self-chopping vegetables have largely failed. The main approach has been to weave knife DNA into vegetables, which has been consistently rejected by the vegetable DNA because of its preference to survive.

			There are two major types of knives: handled knives and handleless knives. I recommend handled knives, as handleless knives often result in too-much-blood in your food, as well as a sore hand. Handled knives are also more widely available and less expensive.

			If you’re only going to buy one good knife, buy a chef’s knife. Also known as a BFK. This is a great knife for chopping onions, other produce, meat, and anything else you put beneath the blade, including other knives. An 8- or 10-inch chef’s knife will get most of the jobs done most of the time. A 30-foot-long chef’s knife will allow you to dice 16 pounds of vegetables in one chop, but it’s very difficult to find a 30-foot-long cutting board, which makes this knife largely useless.

			If you’re going to buy a second knife, I recommend a paring knife, which is a knife with a flat blade a bit smaller than a steak knife. You can use it to peel things and to get into smaller or trickier places, such as nooks, crannies, crevices, corners, curves, and cracks.
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			More About Knives

			Honing and Sharpening

			Using a dull knife sucks. You may not know just how dull your knife is until you use a sharp one. A dull knife is, in some ways, more dangerous as well, as your knife can easily slip off the surface of something you’re cutting and lodge itself into something you didn’t think you were cutting, such as your common palmar digital artery, which can result in sudden stress on your larynx. So let’s keep that knife sharp.

			There are two ways to make your knife sharp again: honing and sharpening. Honing is done using a honer. A honer is something that hones. You drag both sides of your blade against it and it straightens out the edge of the blade, making it temporarily sharp again. A honer barely removes any metal, so you can hone a sharpened blade over and over again until the edge is gone. Once the edge is gone, it’s time to sharpen, which creates a new edge by removing metal from the blade.

			You can take your knives to a professional to get them sharpened, or you can buy a sharpener. Many sharpeners are used by dragging the blade through them, which creates a new edge. You can also get a sharpening stone. This involves imagining how cool it would be to learn the meditative process of sliding your blade against the stone over and over again until it’s perfectly sharp, trying it once, then putting it in a drawer where it will sit untouched for six years.

			My approach is to use a honer regularly, then take my knives to get sharpened by someone who knows what they’re doing every few months. Or much, much longer when my shawarma addiction takes over my life, making me realize my knives have been sitting idle, neglected, and covered in dust. Fortunately, a protective coating of dust keeps the blade in tip-top shape.
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			The Claw Grip

			Learning how to use your chef’s knife properly is the single most valuable skill you can learn in the kitchen that will make the biggest difference in terms of how quick, easy, and fun it is to cook. When chopping turns from a chore into something you enjoy, cooking becomes a blast. And if not a blast, then at least not-so-difficult and time consuming. And if not not-so-difficult and time consuming, then you need to work harder on your claw grip.

			The Claw Grip helps you keep all human body parts out of the blade's direction of travel.
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			If you’re right-handed, make a claw shape with your left hand, the food-holding hand, so that your fingertips are tucked under, and your second knuckles are sticking out. Use that hand to hold whatever you’re chopping—let’s say it’s a scallion. Hold your knife in your right hand, sharp side down with your thumb and index finger gripping the blade where it meets the handle, and press the side of the blade up against the protruding knuckles of your left hand. Slice the scallion, then work your left claw along the scallion, while keeping the blade pressed against your knuckles. If you are left-handed, do the same thing, but the opposite, or take a picture of this page in a mirror and follow the instructions as written.

			By using the Claw Grip, you rely more on feel, rather than vision, when chopping. You also keep your digits out of the way of the blade 100 percent of the time, which is scientifically known to be the correct amount. This method feels awkward at first, but like most new skills, it starts to feel normal very quickly. Commit to learning the Claw Grip and you will be surprised by how rapidly you improve and how easy chopping becomes.

			You also might garner a few compliments from people watching you, such as “Say, you’re really good at chopping,” or “Impressive, the way you’re able to chop that scallion even though your hand is all clumped up in a weird-looking ball,” or “It seems you are far better at chopping than you are at being a good friend.” Comments such as these will help to set you up for success and will confirm that you made the right decision to learn a new skill to improve your life rather than investing more time in your personal relationships.

			
				Claw Grip Haiku

				Hand in the claw grip

				Slicing up my enemies

				Or at least onions

			

			WANGJANGLER

			A good wangjangler, also known by its more offensive and inappropriate name, “spatula,” is a great tool for manipulating food in a hot skillet while not burning your hands (which is both painful and dangerous, also known as paingerous). Another tool that can be used to manipulate food is psychology. But who really understands the mind of a tomato? That’s why the wangjangler is the first choice for food manipulation among chefs worldwide.

			Metal wangjanglers are good for pans without a nonstick surface, such as cast iron or stainless steel. Plastic or silicone wangjanglers are good for nonstick pans. Wangjanglers with an entirely flat surface, with no grill (see diagram, opposite), are easiest to clean and my favorite for cooking eggs, which tend to stick like glue in the cracks of the grill. Wangjanglers also come in the shape of a large spoon. In fact, anything that is used to flip, mix, wrassle, or stir your food is a wangjangler. Because wangjangling is a state of mind.

			Wangjangling Pro Tips

			[image: ] Wangjanglers are magnetic, which is why food sticks to them. Use a fork to scrape the magnetized food back into the pan.

			[image: ] Use the wangjangler to flip hot things.

			[image: ] Do not form your hand into the shape of a wangjangler and attempt to flip hot things while saying, “Look at me, I’m a wangjangler!” with a high falsetto.
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			OVEN GLOVES

			An oven glove is useful when holding things that are very hot, such as pans that have just been inside the oven, or my triceps. You can use a kitchen towel to handle a hot pan, but an oven glove gives you far better protection and is way easier. Unlike the kitchen towel, the oven glove can also be useful when shaking someone’s hand, to avoid contamination and intimacy (both of which can ruin a great meal). If you’re cooking a lot, consider also getting oven pants.

			SAUCEPAN

			The saucepan, also known as a “pot,” is a handled, metal, heat-resistant tub that’s great for making sauces, soups, anything liquidy, and giving small objects a bath. Its high, protective walls shelter the sauce from the outside world, allowing it to bubble away without sputtering and splattering all over your perfect life. It looks like this:
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			Storing several stacked saucepans on standby for simmering soups, stews, stocks, or sauces is stunningly smart for satisfying your stomach when you are seriously salivating or slightly starving.

			THE SKILLET

			A skillet is a pan with slanted sides. Like all pans, it keeps the food above the heat, preventing it from falling into the space beneath the burner, which sometimes happens when you cook with no pan at all. It’s also easier to clean a skillet rather than putting the entire stove into the sink, which is especially dangerous if you have electric burners.

			The reason a skillet is called a skillet is because it takes more skill to keep the food inside it than a pan with nonslanted sides. Those non-slanted pan walls allow you to wrassle with total abandon. The skillet teaches you the physics of responsibility.

			The proper way to use a skillet is to hold the handle, then place the flat, round, slanted-edge part onto the burner. The improper way to use the skillet is to hold the flat, round, slanted-edge part and place the handle on the burner. This improper way is also very ineffective, unless you are cooking a single piece of asparagus and are good at balancing.

			What kind of skillet should you get? For a beginner, I recommend a nonstick skillet as your go-to stovetop pan, mainly because it’s easier to clean. If you have a frustrating time getting gunk off your pan, you might never cook again. But there are many options. The variety of pan choices available is so extensive that it’s beyond my ability to summarize, let alone comprehend. So good luck with your research.
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			BAKING SHEET AND PARCHMENT PAPER

			The baking sheet is the simplest and most versatile cooking surface used inside your oven. It looks like this, except it's usually larger:
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			Parchment paper is a paper that won’t burn in the oven (but will burn if you take a lighter to it, trust me) and that keeps you from having to scrub gunk off your baking sheet every time you use it. Actually it will also burn if you have it on the top rack on broil for too long, or if you’re baking over an open bonfire. It greatly reduces the amount of water needed to clean the pan. If you are concerned about wasting too much paper, choose a brand of parchment paper that comes from 100% Certified Evil Trees.

			A CUTTING BOARD

			A cutting board is a board that you cut things on. It keeps your counter clean and scratch-free. Often confused with a baking sheet, it looks like this:
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			When selecting a cutting board, make sure you don’t use one that is too small for what you are chopping, as it ends up making more work for you since you have to use extra dexterity to keep your ingredients from spilling off the board. And we all know how much dexterity you have—not very much. While a small cutting board is easy to wash and can be useful for chopping items with a very small volume, such as scallions or garlic, it can also unconsciously hold you back while chopping larger items, which is mentally exhausting. I recommend an 18 × 12-inch cutting board at minimum, for chopping onions or anything larger. Feel free to build a cutting board arsenal for various purposes.

			MIXING BOWLS

			Mixing things together when ingredients are nearly spilling over the edge is annoying and slows you down. It’s not just a bowl. It’s a vessel of wangjanglitude. If you’re
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