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SETTING UP A KITCHEN
 
Recently a student asked if I could tell her what to buy to start her daughter’s first kitchen.  This new college graduate was getting her first apartment.  My student had already purchased a Kitchenaid mixer!

 

Carolyn’s question is one that many parents, beginning cooks and friends would like answered.  What a great graduation gift.  There is no single answer.  The first question to ask is how much cooking is the cook going to cook?  Are they still at the ramen and take-out stage or are they committed to cooking their way through the culinary literature from Careme to Bobby Flay?  Do they have space?  Is this week’s interest only in baking elaborate cakes and pastries to be followed by a raw vegan diet in the morning?  Are they cooking for one or two or do they have roommates?  Do they think cold cereal is dinner or are they interested in a prime rib on Sunday?

 

My initial response would be no to the Kitchenaid--even if it were on sale.  That is a pretty serious machine and it takes up a fair amount of space.  Is the cook a baker who regularly makes cakes and breads and other mixtures that require a lot of energy to make easily?  Strong hint consider getting any appliance in white or, stainless instead of fuchsia or sea foam green.  

 

Ok, where do you begin?  You need to understand it is not the toys that make the cook and that mankind has done very well without electrical appliances until relatively recently.  At the same time it is not necessary use flints to hack up your evening chop.  Here is a list of what to consider and what is really necessary.

 
KNIVES
Instead of taking space here to discuss the knives please go to my web site and review the NOTES ON KNIVES:

· Purchasing Knives  (http://www.terencejanericcocookingclasses.com/Recipes/Knives,%20purchasing.doc)
· Knife Maintenance (http://www.terencejanericcocookingclasses.com/Recipes/Knife%20Maintenance.doc)
· Using Your Knives  (http://www.terencejanericcocookingclasses.com/recipes/USING%20YOUR%20KNIFES.doc)
 

 TOOLS
Also check out the web site for information on spatulas and spoons.  Remember even if your pans are supposed to stand up to jackhammers using gentle tools such as wood is a kinder way to go; quieter and less chance of destroying dinner in the stirring.  I do not recommend plastic because they often are weak and flimsy  and the edges can be too thick and clumsy.

 
VEGETABLE PEELER 
Might not seem like much but a good vegetable peeler makes life easier.  Some prefer set blades while others prefer swivel blades.  Get the one that is most comfortable for you.  Then understand that this will not stay sharp forever.  Expect to replace the peeler every 5 years or so. Of course if you are skilled with a paring knife, you do not need one, but sort of is not skilled.

 

 
 
 
 
POTHOLDERS 
Again, no big deal, but a good potholder is hard to find. I prefer single thickness cloth pot holders from Ritz.  The cute ones often do not have sufficient protection.  Double thickness holders are often too thick to wrap effectively around a pot handle and I find oven mitts entirely too clumsy.  You might also give cleaning instructions.  It is appalling the number of perfectly appointed kitchens that have pot holders that are encrusted with old foods.  They will go into the washing machine, so buy several.
 
 
BOWLS 
I prefer a set of graduated stainless steel bowls with flat bottoms.  You will have to hunt for them but they will last a lifetime.  Plastic is to be avoided because it can harbor grease and that can cause problems especially when whisking egg whites.  Glass breaks! Particularly when smacked with the edge of a stainless steel spoon or a chef’s knife.  (That is a bad habit to be discussed in another essay).  Pottery and porcelain may look pretty but they are often heavy and generally large.  
 
COLANDER AND STRAINERS  
A stainless steel colander of modest size is invaluable.  You can use it to steam foods as well as drain pasta and vegetables.  I would be careful about collapsible colanders because not having used one, I still seeing it collapse just as I pour a pound of cooked orzo into it.  I find sieves in say 4 inch and 6 inch sizes most useful.
 

POTS AND PANS
For many years I have always cautioned about sets of anything.  Historically they have had one or two pieces you would use daily and a bunch of useless pans.  This week I received a notice from Cooking.Com and found All-Clad was offering a terrific starter set.  More about which brands to buy later. THIS SET INCLUDES 8-IN. FRY PAN, 10-IN. FRY PAN, 2-QT. COVERED SAUCE PAN, 3-QT. COVERED SAUTÉ PAN AND 8-QT. COVERED STOCKPOT.  This provides all you need to cook almost anything for one up to 6 people or even 8 people.
 
If you are willing to go top of the line and spend the money, select All-Clad Stainless.  It is dishwasher proof and expensive but not prohibitively so.  Their newest line has a new exterior coating and a price level to make your knees wobble.  Do not want to make the investment all at once, then buy the pans individually as you have a need for them.
 
When I first started tin-lined copper was the best cookware available and it is terrific stuff, but I no longer recommend it because of the high maintenance.  You need to polish it every time you use it and the lining wears out over time and it will need to be shipped to a retinning company.  That means you may have to wait a month or longer for it to be retinned and returned.  Definitely do not use metal tools except with the greatest care.  
 
After some research a few years ago I decided on the All-Clad Stainless for ease of maintenance fine cooking quality and the ability to stand up to cooks who are not as careful as they ought to be.  Metal utensils will not hurt it, although I encourage the use of wood.  Avoid pans made only of stainless steel or with just a thin sheet of better heat conductors such as aluminum or copper.
 
The only pan you need with a non-stick surface is a skillet for your morning egg and perhaps a larger one when preparing for more than one.  The non-stick coating actually impedes the development of “fond”, those lovely browned bits that can make the end result taste really good. The coating makes it more difficult to brown the food.
 
ROASTING PANS 
If you are big on roasts a good quality roasting pan can work nicely but if you have stainless pans with ovenproof handles, they can serve the purpose and save space.  Again I would not recommend a non-stick finish.  You will want a rack to hold the food and serve as a broiling pan. The rack should have thin wires to hold the food, not slabs of sheet metal with a few holes punched inside.
 
 
BAKING SHEETS 
A couple of these in various sizes can be a big help.  They need little space, you can use them for making cookies but, as important perhaps, as an area to put food that has been prepared before the final cooking.  You can buy inexpensive non-stick pans at discount stores.  My preference is for pans with sides such as a jelly roll pan rather than a cookie sheet without sides. It will have more uses.
 
 
MEASURING CUPS AND SPOONS 
I prefer stainless steel cups and spoons for dry measures.  A 1 cup glass measure works for liquids.  If you do not know why you need both stainless and glass, time to take a class.
 
APPLIANCES
Since electrical appliances are good presents to give and to receive, here are some to give the beginning cook.
· MICROWAVE OVEN.  You cannot grill a salmon steak in this but you can poach it and almost any other fish to perfection.  Do not expect to roast a chicken, but you can poach its parts for chicken salad or sliced chicken for sandwiches, etc.  Your potato baked in skin will come out soft, mushy and not wonderful, but you can again dice it add a little water and steam it for a potato salad.  Nothing works quite as well to steam and cook vegetables, especially green vegetables in seconds without using quarts of water and waiting 30 minutes for it to come to the boil.

DRAWBACK.  No two microwave ovens work the same.  There is a learning curve, but it should be short.  In most of the instances above, just place about 1/8th to ¼ of an inch of water in a microwave pan, add no more than a one to one and a half layers of vegetable.  Cover with plastic wrap leaving a small air hole and zap it for a minute or two or three.  Start with a minute and note that asparagus may take only 2 minutes but broccoli can take 3 while green beans might need 4 or 5.
ADVANTAGE.  Takes up a small amount of space and has a lot of uses.

· FOOD PROCESSOR.  I recommend the Cuisinart Classic.  You can use this to help in preparing vegetables from chopping and mincing to pureeing.  You can make cakes and cookies as if you were using an electric mixer and it can replace a blender.  Just remember to keep it on the counter so it is among the first tools for which you reach.  You can make bread in the machine and shred potatoes or other vegetables and do a fair amount of slicing--all good things.

 

 

THE FUTURE
Yes there are lots of other items you can buy, but start here and you are once begun, half done.

ADDENDA TO: SETTING UP A KITCHEN

 

When I wrote the article on SETTING UP A KITCHEN I fully expected a large response from people wanting to know how I could have omitted their yogurt maker, Chinese cleaver or even a wok for that matter.  I was pleasingly surprised to learn that the response was limited and for the most part spot on.

 

One reader suggested a black cast iron skillet as being irreplaceable.  Certainly they have their place in cooking and for many it is indispensable because you can crank up the heat and get the meat really browned, or shove it in the oven to finish cooking or even as a broil pan or bake cornbread.  All great uses but one of the stainless/aluminum pans I recommended allow you similar freedoms and I was thinking of space saving.  The best advantage is that they are cheap even if the uses are limited.  I would suggest that as a personal choice.

 

Others recommended measuring cups which I did include, but one reader suggested a quart measure.  She uses it as a spare mixing bowl and of course if making soups etc in quantity it is more convenient than a one cup measure multiple times.  If you have the space, a good idea, but it means you have to learn your measurements.  I have noticed that many magazines list 10 cups of water instead of 2 ½ quarts.  They apparently think you are too dumb to know how many cups in a quart.  Those same magazines often have you measuring 5 tablespoons instead of 1/3 cup which is slightly, but not importantly, but you need only measure once!

 

Another suggestion was a fish filleting knife I consider that unnecessary for the starter kitchen, and unless you have a fisherman in the family probably not ever needed.  In the past we bought fish whole and skinned and filleted it, today most of the markets have already done that for you.  Because they do not cut fish in most markets which means you can no longer ask for the bones to make stock.  You win some you lose some

 

Another suggestion was a “church” key or beer opener and a non-electric can opener.  If you live in a region with numerous power outages those could be considered necessary, But you can always open the beer bottles with your teeth and you can use the beer opener to open a can of tomatoes.

 

Another reader strongly suggested a lettuce drier.  It takes up too much space. Use a towel.  MEAT THERMOMETER--yes indeed great suggestion and sorry I forgot it. This writer also suggested a cookbook The Joy of Cooking Cookbook, but I would only recommend the original version not the latest.  She also suggested a cutting board.  A single sturdy heavy board is a must.  I prefer wood and then keep it clean with soap and water.  Do not just drop into a sink of water and go to bed. You do not need boards in colors and do not consider any board that is less than ½ inch thick.  It will not stay in place and will warp making it dangerous.   

