
T
he twentieth century North American kitchen is quite
unlike its colonial predecessors or indeed, those in many
other contemporary cultures. To put it in context, the

traditional kitchen was a place where raw food was brought in,
cleaned, prepared and cooked for eating now or at a later date.
The contemporary North American kitchen has become an
appliance room for storing, opening, and warming food: already
cleaned, prepared, and processed in a factory many kilometres
distant. 

The traditional kitchen consisted of a large work table,
usually in the centre of the room, a stove or fire, and a
collection of tools hanging close by. Access to water for cleaning
was optional. The contemporary kitchen has very small plastic-
covered counters not suited for cutting, machines for every
possible need except processing raw food, and lots of storage
for more appliances, canned and packaged goods, and storage
for those best kept cold. 

The traditional kitchen in essence was a workspace with
additional storage pantries, a yard, pump, and dining facilities
close by. The contemporary kitchen is fully self-contained
including a stool or two and a row of coffee mugs for eating and
drinking on the go. Traditional kitchens evolved over hundreds
of years by the people who used them; the contemporary
kitchen was designed by professionals to facilitate the use of
appliances and processed foods. Which one do you need?

As a former chef, the design of my kitchen ranked high in
the order of priorities when we designed our current house.
There is a medium-sized maple work counter, a large stove, a
sink and three smaller counters for jobs such as pastry-making
and salad preparation. There are no appliances on the counters.
The coffee pot, blender, toaster, and kettle are kept on a

separate shelf dedicated for them. All the pots, pans, bowls,
trays, and hand tools are kept on open shelves or hang within
reach. All the dried herbs, spices, oils, vinegars, etc, are kept in
a pantry close by, while the fridge and cool storage are located
behind another closed door in the cool pantry. That way all the
food is kept together and the fridge is not standing in the
hottest room of the house. Not everyone’s ideal set up perhaps,
but it works for the two of us, the sometime guests, and the
occasional gathering.

Those two small pantries is a really workable feature where
everything has a place, no searching through cupboards, and
when I’m preparing dinner, the pantry door stays open so I can
reach in and select any spice or oil at will. Likewise the cool
room: the fridge stands on the cold concrete with a direct air
vent onto the compressor tubes, while the vegetables and jars of
preserves are stored in bins or shelves according to size. When
the power goes out, it is of little consequence, we light a few
candles, the fridge and vegetables stay cool, and the stove
operates on propane. A few jugs of water stored on the back
shelf suffice for washing and making coffee. 

Not all houses lend themselves to radically changing the
pattern of this most important room, but many will. The
addition of that a small cold-room directly outside greatly
improves storage capacity, frees up valuable space inside, and is
much better suited to those days when the power fails. Energy
costs are lower as the fridge compressor is used less and the
need for a  gasoline generator in a power-out is redundant.  

All the other houses we’ve lived in were pretty much
conventional, this one has a better space to work in and the
efficiency is far superior. Appliances and technology can be
useful, but my kitchen at least will serve a cook’s needs first.  0
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