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Introduction

Welcome to The Martha Way.

This book is designed as a master class in elevating the ordinary into the extraordinary, distilling decades of expertise into clear, actionable principles for a well-curated home and life.

The content is organized into five celebrated areas of everyday living: Cooking, Entertaining, Home Organizing, Collecting, and Gardening. Each chapter breaks down a topic into fundamental lessons, with essential steps to success—blueprints you can follow to achieve reliable, aspirational results.

I chose to concentrate on these subject areas—always the focus of my magazines and television shows—because they bring life value and purpose. They grew out of years spent cooking for family and friends, hosting parties big and small, organizing and maintaining homes that had to work as hard as I did, collecting objects (and enjoying them every day), and tending my gardens. I have tested and refined every lesson in each section over my lifetime. Together, they form a cohesive approach to a well-made life—one shaped by intention, discipline, and an abiding respect for quality in all things.


Here’s how to make the most of this concise guide:


	•Read sequentially and then focus on specific sections as needed. Take your time reading through the book; then return to the chapters that speak to your immediate interests or challenges—whether it’s Home Organizing to help you declutter and customize storage, or Cooking to master specific techniques. Over time, explore all sections, as the principles often interconnect (a thriving vegetable garden supports cooking and entertaining, as does a prized collection of, say, cake stands or glassware, which are displayed best in an orderly environment).

	•Focus on the lessons first. Each chapter opens with foundational philosophies—the “why” behind the methods. These timeless ideas provide the mindset for long-term success.

	•Follow the steps to success. The heart of every chapter is a sequence of achievable steps. Treat them as a roadmap: Master the basics before moving onto more advanced techniques. Practice one step at a time, building habits that become second nature.

	•Incorporate the principles. Look for recurring advice on daily, weekly, seasonal, and annual tasks—such as home cleaning or maintenance calendars. Use a planner or homekeeping log to track your progress, stay proactive, and celebrate small accomplishments along the way.

	•Make it personal. My approach has always emphasized quality, seasonality, and intentionality. Adapt these steps to your space, budget, and passions—whether curating a small collection of cherished items or hosting a gathering.

	•Use the book as a lifelong reference. Return to it seasonally (align garden tasks with the time of year) or whenever inspiration strikes. Remember, steady progress is more important than perfection, and revisiting this guide will support your ongoing success toward a more beautiful, functional, and joyful life.





There’s only one way to master the art of everyday living—and it’s the Martha Way: thoughtful, precise, and always rewarding.








Cooking
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Of the five chapters in this book, cooking and gardening stand out because they require the most in the way of formal education, including serious how-to instruction and lots of trial and error. We perhaps practice them almost every day, year-round, and continually derive tremendous benefits and pleasures from them during our lives.

 For most of us, cooking has become an everyday task, a necessity that we can evolve easily into an everyday pleasure if we hone our skills, economize our steps of preparation, shop correctly and efficiently, and include others in our efforts and enjoyment. I am always looking for ways to improve my skills, to invent new skills, or try ones that I glimpsed on Instagram or YouTube or TikTok. Changing an ingredient, trying something different, or attempting a more complex technique can make cooking and baking more enjoyable and more fun.

I have been learning to cook for many years, beginning as a little girl watching my mother in the kitchen. Known in our family as Big Martha, my mother believed deeply in doing things properly: choosing the very best ingredients, treating them with respect, and never cutting corners. Those early lessons shaped not only how I cook, but how I think about food.

Although I never attended a formal cooking school, my career has given me access to some of the world’s greatest chefs, teachers, and restaurateurs, and I have learned by observing, asking many questions, and cooking alongside them. In Daniel Boulud’s kitchen,
 
I learned how to roast a whole foie gras. In New York’s Chinatown, I discovered how to make dim sum. And on my various television shows, I’ve properly prepared artichokes with Jean-Georges, rolled the freshest sushi with Nobu Matsuhisa, and roasted a perfect chicken with Jacques Pépin.

Along the way, my team and I have written many cookbooks. Some, including Cooking School and Baking Handbook and even my hundredth, Martha: The Cookbook, are comprehensive; others—Cookies and Pies & Tarts—are more focused. Each one reflects the techniques, tips, and recipes I have gathered over decades, and is intended to help cooks build a dependable recipe repertoire—dishes you return to again and again.

Today, cooking remains one of the great pleasures of my life, along with sharing that passion with others. I always encourage cooks to master classic techniques and basic knife skills—which make preparation more efficient and enjoyable. Knowing how to properly dice an onion is the first flavor-building step in countless dishes. Equally important are good kitchen habits: reading a recipe all the way through, practicing mise en place, and keeping your workspace clean as you go. These disciplines create both consistency and confidence.

For me, cooking is first and foremost about using what is in season. My gardens and greenhouses provide vegetables and fruits year-round, and I try to use as many of them as possible. I encourage you to do the same, whether you grow your own or shop at a local farm stand. Seek out the freshest meats, cheeses, and eggs, always buying from reliable, trusted sources. The same philosophy applies to pantry staples and kitchen tools—purchase the best quality you can afford, a principle I inherited directly from my mother.

Whether you are cooking for yourself or your family or your friends, mastering these lessons is where to start.








1 Cook Seasonally

[image: ]

Louise Hagger



These days, it’s all too easy to buy the same fruits and vegetables throughout the year at grocery stores. But that means you miss out on the anticipation—and variety—of eating produce at its peak. I prefer to align my diet with the seasons, as doing so also benefits your health, your wallet, and the environment. You’ll be more inclined to purchase produce that is grown locally and harvested when it has reached its full nutritional value and flavor, rather than being harvested too soon and transported across the country or the globe. I’ve found that these are some of the best ways to help you eat seasonally year-round:


Learn what’s in season at any given time. The handy Seasonal Produce Guide can help you explore different in-season fruits and vegetables across the country. Of course, the seasonal produce available in your area will vary slightly across different regions, depending on local growing conditions and climate fluctuations.

Shop locally. Greenmarkets (also known as farmers’ markets) and farmstands typically stock in-season selections, whereas food co-ops, specialty grocers, and natural food stores often focus on sustainable sourcing. An increasing number of supermarkets also promote local produce, making it easier than ever to choose fresh options over those shipped from afar. Many have designated organic sections, too, so you can incorporate more of these healthful (non-GMO and pesticide-free) options into your diet.

Know how to spot produce at its peak. To choose peak produce, use your senses: Look for vibrant, even color and plumpness; avoid dullness, bruises, and signs of shriveling (minimal blemishes are fine). Smell for a pleasant, sweet, often earthy aroma. Pick items that feel heavy for their size. Firmness varies—many types of produce (e.g., avocados, peaches, mangoes) should be firm but yield slightly to gentle pressure. Avoid rock-hard (underripe) fruits or anything with soft spots (overripe). For melons, tap for a hollow sound.

Know what continues to ripen after harvest. These include avocados, bananas, cantaloupes, kiwis, mangoes, papayas, pears, persimmons, stone fruits (apricots, nectarines, peaches, and plums but not cherries), tomatillos, and tomatoes, all of which should be stored at room temperature—never in the refrigerator—and out of direct sunlight. You can also hasten ripening by placing them in a tightly sealed paper bag with an apple or a banana.






Martha Cooks

A number of my favorite summer meals feature Italian-made, high-quality dry pastas piled high with tender vegetables and fragrant herbs, some of which can be enjoyed warm or made ahead and eaten later at room temperature. I especially love spaghetti or linguine with clams in a white wine sauce with lemon zest; stewed okra and onions with lots of Parmesan over spaghetti; or sweet corn kernels with parsley and cilantro, simmered in butter and poured over buffalo mozzarella melted on a mound of fusilli.



Vary your recipes and techniques. Appetites wax and wane over the course of the year. Along with rotating in seasonal produce, focus on creating lighter meals, such as salads, chilled soups, simple pasta dishes, and grilled fish and chicken, for the warmer months. During the fall and winter, opt for heartier soups, stews, braises, baked pastas and other casseroles, roasted meats and vegetables, and robust winter greens.

Preserve peak-of-season produce. Cooking seasonally need not mean depriving yourself of a healthy, colorful variety during winter, when fresh options are the most limited. Sliced peaches, nectarines, and mangoes (tossed with a bit of lemon juice to prevent discoloration) can be frozen in a single layer on a baking sheet until they are firm, then transferred to resealable bags or containers for 8 to 12 months. Tomatoes can be slow-roasted to soften and remove excess moisture. First, halve cherry and grape tomatoes, and cut bigger tomatoes into uniformly large pieces. Then, toss with a little olive oil and spread them evenly on a baking sheet. Cook at 275°F for a few hours, until wrinkly and beginning to burst. Once cool, you can freeze the pieces or purée them (if you plan to use in making tomato sauce) and store in airtight containers.


Martha Cooks

My tip for freezing berries ensures they’ll remain separated, so you can always scoop out just what you need for desserts, smoothies, and other uses. Place a single layer of them onto a baking sheet and freeze until they are solid, giving each one space to solidify on its own—no sticking or squishing against each other.

Once frozen, the individual berries can be stored together in an airtight container. A few other pointers: Obviously, fresh berries taste best at their ripest, but the same goes for frozen. The better they taste going in, the better they’ll be coming out, so wait until berries are fully ripe before freezing. Wash and dry thoroughly: Gently rinse your berries under cool water, and pat with a paper towel until fully dry or allow to air-dry in a colander before freezing.
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2 Equip Your Kitchen
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In general, you should try to purchase the best-quality equipment within your budget. It is far better to have a few hand-selected, superior-grade knives and pots and pans—preferably those made of stainless steel—than a whole set of cheaper models, which will inevitably require replacing. More advanced cooks will want to add other tools as noted below.


Begin with five basics. These items will cover the most common types of cooking: a 2-quart saucepan, an 8-inch nonstick pan (preferably coated with ceramic rather than Teflon) for omelets and other egg dishes, an 11-inch sauté pan (with straight sides), a 10-inch skillet (with sloping sides), and a large stockpot.

Procure everyday cooking utensils. Wooden spoons and spatulas are a must; because they absorb odors and flavors, reserve some for sweets and keep the rest for savory preparations. Flexible (heatproof) silicone spatulas are another standby for cooking eggs, melting chocolate, and folding ingredients. Again, have some for sweet versus savory uses. A slotted metal spoon or spatula lets you transfer and drain foods at the same time, while a solid metal spatula is better at flipping everything from burgers to pancakes, as well as lifting cookies after baking. A fine-mesh sieve (one large, for straining, and one small, for dusting) and a colander are other versatile tools.

Invest in well-made knives. You can accomplish nearly all cooking tasks with just three essential high-quality knives that are comfortable to use. A chef’s knife is the indispensable multitasker for chopping, slicing, and most heavy-duty tasks. A paring knife is ideal for more precise tasks like peeling and coring produce and deveining shrimp. A serrated (aka bread) knife is designed for slicing crusty bread, soft baked goods, and juicy produce (peaches and tomatoes) without compressing them. One with an offset handle allows better control when chopping chocolate or nuts. Any knife should feel good in your hand—test the weight, grip, and how it balances (the bolster, where blade meets handle, helps with this). Choose forged (not stamped) blades when possible for better balance and longevity. High-carbon stainless steel holds an edge well.


Martha Cooks

Keeping knives razor-sharp is essential, making meal prep easier, faster, and safer (dull blades are more prone to slipping). First, maintain your knives by honing them, running the blade against a honing steel or rod with each use (per the manufacturer’s instructions). When they do need sharpening, consider using a whetstone, which allows you to restore the edge of the blade to a high degree of precision. Other options include an electric knife sharpener—which is faster and more convenient, but can wear away at the knife’s edge more quickly over time—or taking your knives to a trusted professional once or twice a year.







Rely on cast-iron skillets. They’re affordable, ovenproof, excellent heat conductors, and, when properly seasoned, naturally nonstick. They also come in a range of sizes. Many people inherit the same ones used by their parents or grandparents.


Martha Cooks

To clean your cast-iron skillet, first line your sink with a wire rack or towels. Gently scrub the skillet using warm, soapy water and a stiff-bristled brush; then rinse. To prevent rust, wipe it thoroughly with a lint-free towel. Finish by rubbing a little cooking oil on the inside of the pan. To reseason it (when the nonstick surface is wearing thin), place the clean, oil-rubbed pan upside down on the top rack in a 450°F to 500°F oven for 1 hour.



Add specialty equipment. Choose pieces depending on how often—and on the types of foods—you cook. A heavy-duty roasting pan with a footed wire rack is used for roasting turkey and large cuts of meat. It’s preferable to choose one that is shallow, slope-sided, and features wide handles for easy gripping. An enamel-coated Dutch oven with a tight-fitting lid, suitable for use on the stove or in the oven, is ideal for braising and making soups, stews, and tagines. It is also convenient for baking sourdough boules. Balloon whisks and pastry brushes are essential for bakers; ramekins double as vessels for measured ingredients (see mise en place) and baking dishes for individual servings of soufflés, custards, and other dishes.

Consider adding a powerful blender and food processor. These workhorses do more than make smoothies and chop vegetables. They are also convenient for blending dressings, puréeing soups and sauces, and blitzing bread, nuts, and cookies to fine crumbs. A food processor can even be used to make pie and cookie doughs. If storage space is limited, look for combination models.

Repurpose common tools. There’s no need to buy three (or more) tools when a single one can do multiple jobs. For example, a coffee grinder does more than grind coffee beans; it also pulverizes nuts, stale bread for breadcrumbs, and granulated sugar (for DIY confectioners’ sugar). A Microplane (rasp) grater makes fast work of finely grating hard cheeses, whole nutmeg, fresh turmeric or ginger, peeled garlic cloves, and chocolate. And a meat mallet’s different surfaces offer a variety of uses: Besides pounding meat into thin cutlets, the flat (smooth) side is for coarsely crushing nuts, seeds, whole spices, crackers, candies, cookies, and chocolate (place these items in a plastic bag to keep them contained). The flat side also works to easily pit olives and release the oils from lemongrass and ginger. The toothed side is for tenderizing meat, poultry, and seafood—and to crack ice cubes (wrapped in kitchen towels) for drinks.
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3 Build Up Your Pantry
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Minimizing trips to the grocery store will save you time, effort, and money. You will also find it easier to make healthier choices if you base your shopping on planned meals for each week. Ingredients are your most important “tools,” so prioritize quality over quantity—such as buying fresh, locally grown produce; pasture-raised meat, poultry, and eggs; wild-caught seafood; and artisanal flours and grains—to ensure the best-tasting dishes and help avoid food waste.


Take inventory of what you already have. Go through your pantry, refrigerator, and freezer, noting best-by dates and the condition of any perishables. Then, build that week’s meals around those items, making a list of items you need to buy, as well as any basic supplies you need to replenish.

Look for ways to use food scraps. Produce that is past its prime but not spoiled can still be put to use, as can the trimmings when prepping produce or other items for a recipe. For example, you can use the scraps from celery, carrots, onions, shallots, and garlic to make a flavorful vegetable stock, or even a chicken stock with saved bones from a whole roasted bird. It’s also worth freezing the rinds from Parmesan wedges used for grating, as they lend depth of flavor and a welcome umami to soups and stews (when added about 5 minutes before the end of cooking).


Martha Cooks

After stripping the kernels off a fresh cob of corn, I like to save the cob to make a delicious and quick corn stock for using as a base for summer soups or chowders or in place of other stocks when making risotto. It is also the beginning of a wonderful pasta sauce when thickened with a little roux and enhanced with grated Parmesan.



Have an open mind. When shopping, be prepared to swap items on your list with more optimal fruits and vegetables in the produce aisle or at the farmers’ market, following the Seasonal Produce Guide.

Focus on fresh. Produce sold in plastic bags or clamshell containers is often shipped from far away, causing it to lose flavor and nutrients along its journey. Instead, opt for bunches or heads of greens, lettuces, radishes, carrots, celery, and other vegetables. For the same reason, pass by precut or presliced vegetables in favor of whole fruits and vegetables.



Shop for building blocks. Experienced home cooks keep a steady supply of foundational ingredients on hand for ease, efficiency, and impromptu meals. These include whole grains, dried beans and legumes, tinned fish, dried pasta, canned tomatoes, nuts and seeds, and flavor-builders (such as oils and vinegars, spices and dried herbs, mustard, tahini, soy sauce or tamari, tomato paste, and low-sodium stocks). Buying dried foods in bulk saves money and reduces packaging waste. Cooking big batches of grains and beans for freezing gives you an even bigger leg up on a busy weekday.

Personalize your inventory. You’ll be more inclined to prepare meals at home when you incorporate ingredients from your favorite cuisines—whether it’s curry powders and pastes from Southeast Asia, Korean specialties like gochujang and gochugaru, za’atar and sumac for Middle Eastern dishes, or harissa, dukkah, and other North African staples. Pay attention to the dishes you eat at a restaurant or while traveling, and then look for any specialty items to use in your own kitchen.
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4 Learn Basic Cooking Skills
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Cooking is more than just following a recipe. Understanding the underlying principles and techniques will give you greater confidence in the kitchen, enabling you to adapt recipes, improvise with your own dishes, and create meals with the utmost efficiency and enjoyment. I learned all my greatest lessons from my mother growing up in our kitchen in Nutley, New Jersey. But I never stopped being curious, never stopped asking questions, never stopped learning from every chef I met. Here’s what every home cook needs to know.






Know how to hold a knife. It might seem inconsequential, but the first lesson in any cooking school class teaches the proper way to handle a knife. Rather than wrapping your entire hand around the handle, most chefs “choke” the handle with their palm, with the thumb and index finger gripping the base of the blade on either side. Give it a try and you’ll see how much less effort it takes to maneuver the knife—you’ll be able to cut with much more stability and finesse.

Know how to chop an onion. Not only is this a foundational step in many savory recipes, but it also allows you to hone your overall knife skills. Begin by halving the onion through the root. With an onion half cut-side down on your cutting board, trim off the stem end. Peel away the skin, then hold the onion with one hand (curling your fingers to shield from the knife) while making lengthwise slits all the way through the onion, keeping the root end intact. The closer the slits, the finer the dice or mince. Next, slice crosswise in the same intervals. Follow the same basic method for dicing or mincing shallots.


Martha Cooks

Use a separate cutting board for onions and garlic to avoid fruits and other items absorbing their flavors. I chop onions and anything else being cooked on one cutting board and fruits and vegetables being eaten raw on another.



Know how to mince garlic. Here’s another flavor-building ingredient that home cooks should be able to prep quickly and effortlessly. Remove the desired number of cloves from a garlic head. Cut crosswise to remove the root end of each clove. Place the flat side of your knife blade over the clove, then press down with the heel of your palm to smash. Pop the crushed garlic out of the papery skins. Gather the cloves together on your cutting board. Steadying the tip of the knife with your other hand, rock the blade back and forth over the cloves until they are appropriately minced, gathering the pieces together again and scraping the sides of the blade as you work.

Know how to prep fresh herbs. Often herbs are either minced or finely chopped when used to flavor or garnish dishes. Begin by washing and completely drying them. For soft herbs—such as parsley, cilantro, chervil, and tarragon—strip the leaves from the stems (or retain the stems if using cilantro) by slicing the bunch at a 45-degree angle. For woodsy herbs—such as rosemary, thyme, and oregano—pinch the top of the stem and run your thumb and forefinger down against the direction of growth, stripping the leaves off. Gather the leaves in a neat pile on your cutting board and, using the same rocking motion as for garlic, rock the blade back and forth over the pile. You can stop here or gather the pile again and continue chopping for a finer mince. To cut herbs, such as basil, mint, or sage, into chiffonade, roll the whole leaves into tight cylinders. Slice them very thinly crosswise, just once, so as not to bruise the leaves.

Know how to prep carrots (and parsnips). Start by peeling the carrot and trimming the ends. For coins, slice the carrot crosswise into ½-inch rounds. To dice, cut the carrot crosswise into even pieces (about 3 inches long); slice each piece in half lengthwise to create a flat side. Turn the carrot onto its flat side and cut it into ¼-inch planks. Stack the planks and cut them into ¼-inch strips. Cut the strips crosswise to create uniform cubes. For julienne (thin strips), cut the carrot crosswise into even pieces (about 3 inches long). Slice a thin piece off one side to create a flat side, then turn it onto that side. Slice the carrot lengthwise into ⅛-inch slices. Stack these slices and cut them into thin matchsticks.

Know how to peel tomatoes and peaches. Blanching is the easiest way to remove the skins, such as when using tomatoes in a sauce or peaches in a dessert or salsa. Score an X in the bottom of each fruit, and place in a pot of boiling water for about 30 seconds. Scoop out the fruit; when cool enough to handle, slip off the skins, using a paring knife to remove any stubborn spots. If not peeling, slice or dice tomatoes and peaches with a serrated knife to prevent the fruit from being squished as you work.

Know how to prep an artichoke. Squeeze a halved lemon into a bowl of water before you begin. Working with one artichoke at a time, trim off the top quarter with a serrated knife, then snip off the sharp tips from the remaining leaves with kitchen shears. Pull off any smaller leaves from the base and trim the stem flush with the bottom. Submerge in the lemon water to prevent discoloration.
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