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  INTRODUCTION
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  Returning to Our Roots


  When I was growing up, my mom cooked the red-check classics from scratch—meatballs, marinara sauce, chicken parmigiana—as any good Italian-American would’ve done. Any other cuisine, though, was fair game for shortcuts. The secret to her Asian pork chops was a packet of brown powdered gravy mix. Pancakes and frosted cakes always came out of a box. Mashed potatoes were more commonly found in the form of flakes—the task of peeling real ones was saved for Thanksgiving. Like many families in the ‘70s, we were told food should be convenient, and little by little real cooking became a special-occasion activity, vanishing from our weeknight routines.


  Then roles reversed when I started high school. My parents divorced, and to keep us afloat my mom took a job as a supermarket cashier. We became a team, and I began helping out with dinner. I gravitated toward easy cooking techniques any 15-year-old who had never stepped into a kitchen could handle. Cooking this way also happened to be healthier, like grilling instead of frying and swapping in fresh vegetables for the canned counterparts that were a staple most of my youth. The seedlings of my desire to cook from scratch had been planted. I even started making homemade pizzas and stir-fries.


  What began as baby steps in an attic apartment in Dyker Heights, Brooklyn, blossomed into my adult cooking style. I didn’t need to let the boundaries of busy city living stop me from enjoying a slower-paced, from-scratch lifestyle in the kitchen. After college, I went on to work as a video producer, but food was always a grounding force. I’d come home after a day’s work and settle in to cook a meal, just for myself. This love for nourishing myself morphed into a passion, and a way of expressing my affection for those close to me.


  It took a life-changing moment, though, to realize feeding people was something I wanted to focus on full-time. My father died when I was twenty-four. He was diagnosed with pancreatic cancer the first week of January in 1998, and was gone less than three weeks later. The fleeting nature of life got me thinking about what I was doing with my own. Around that same time, my boyfriend Mikey, who would eventually become my husband, gave me a clipping from Newsweek magazine. It was about starting a personal chef business, and was exactly the inspiration I needed to connect the dots between my passion and my career. I slowly began to make a living as a personal chef, a food fairy godmother of sorts, providing others with that magical twenty-fifth hour in the day that many people think they need to enjoy a home-cooked meal.


  That part of my life seems so far away some days. Mikey, whom I talk about often on my blog, In Jennie’s Kitchen, and throughout this cookbook, died suddenly in the summer of 2011 from an undiagnosed rare autoimmune disease called Goodpasture’s syndrome. Before that fateful day on August 7, 2011, life was a busy balance of motherhood, marriage, and a career as a recipe developer and food writer.


  My life changed in an instant, much the way you would turn a light switch on or off. Cooking played a big role in recovering some sense of normalcy in my life after his death. Aside from the most basic task of waking up to care for our young daughters, the thread that helped me keep it all together was cooking—it still is to this day. Cooking became my savior, and offered not only nourishment, but a sense of control in a world that seemed to no longer make sense.


  Preparing a homemade meal has always been my release at the end of a long day. Sitting down at the table with our daughters, Isabella and Virginia, nourishes more than just our physical bodies. It creates a sense of connection and family, with each bite building a memory for the day when they branch out in their own directions.


  HOW DID I GET HERE?


  I didn’t set out eight years ago to live such a pioneer lifestyle in the middle of New York City, making my own butter and mustard and buying locally milled flour. In fact, Mikey often teased me, saying, “When are you going to make your own water?” The problem was that I’d spoiled my palate working in the restaurants of world-class chefs like Tom Colicchio and Alain Ducasse. Those meals left a lasting impression on my taste buds, and the hauntingly good memories inspired me in my own kitchen.


  Initially, parenthood challenged my love of cooking. Time became more precious, with every second competing for my attention. Yet, those memories of the way food was lovingly sourced and prepared influenced my own approach to feeding my family. The need to cook from scratch became a necessity, not a luxury. It seemed the most sensible and practical way to ensure I was serving the best-quality food that I could also afford.


  I started simple with granola. It’s a good example of how home cooking is both better for you and less expensive. The small batch brands, made with real ingredients and not loaded with corn syrup or sugar, are expensive for a reason. Businesses have to make back the cost of their ingredients, packaging, and labor before they can see any profit, hence the expensive price for a small package of granola made with high-quality ingredients. Buy the ingredients yourself, though, and you cut out the middle-man and keep the profit in your own pocket. Start by buying whatever you can in the bulk section of your supermarket to see the savings add up. When my local shop had organic old-fashioned oats on sale for seventy-nine cents per pound one month, the neighbors probably thought I was getting ready to launch a product line myself with the amount I started hoarding.


  So, the first lesson for cooking from scratch—buying in bulk is your best friend. Even warehouse clubs carry some good-quality ingredients that make membership worthwhile, like King Arthur flour. If storage is an issue, find a friend to split the cost and the bounty.


  Another reality of eating local on a budget is that it’s a juggle every week. A few years back I realized buying local, ethically raised meat was taking up too much of my food budget. I decided it was better to eat it less often, and only from sources we believed to be living in a harmonious relationship with their land and animals. When we eat a piece of steak now, each morsel is cherished, not wolfed down. These are very personal decisions, and not “one size fits all.” Make the choice that works best for your family and budget.


  The one definitive thing I will say is this—if you want to cook, then you can. Yes, it’s really that easy. Start off with the basics. Boil water for pasta, and brown some garlic in oil, then simmer it with tomatoes and fresh basil. It’s satisfying, simple, and better than anything that will come from a jar or the frozen food section of the supermarket.


  As you become more comfortable with ingredients and techniques, cooking will feel as second-nature as breathing. My first pizza crust twenty years ago came from a box: I just added water and oil to the mix. Now our Pizza Friday ritual at home begins with homemade dough made by mixing yeast, flour, salt, and water.


  I’m constantly evolving as a home cook. Sometimes it’s by design, but mostly it’s from necessity. There’s a term in the restaurant business called “cooking on the fly.” It means to plan and cook a dish from whatever ingredients you have available. I’ve found it to be a good survival skill for handling many of life’s curveballs, too.
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  GETTING STARTED
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  Setting Up a

  Homemade Kitchen


  Back when we first met, my husband had a strict rule: never leave IKEA without opening the packaging to make a quick count of the tools and pieces. That’s a pretty good approach to cooking, too. Chefs call it their mise en place, a French phrase that means “putting in place.” Does this mean I chop, measure, and set all my ingredients out before I start a recipe? In a perfect world that would be my approach, and when I’m in work mode, setting up a mise en place is essential to recording new recipes. When I’m donning my mom hat, though, my approach is more from the heart and less rigid. I prep as needed, and often the kids like lending a helping hand, too.


  One rule I alwaysfollow before I set out to make any recipe is to check to make sure that I have all the ingredients. It may sound like a no-brainer, but how many times have you found yourself elbow-deep only to discover that someone nibbled on that bag of chocolate chips, or used the last drop of milk without telling you? So, really read through your recipe and make sure you have all your ingredients, including any special equipment you might need.


  A few things to keep in mind while cooking your way through Homemade with Love:


  •EGGS are always large (50 grams), unless otherwise noted.


  •BUTTER is always unsalted, sometimes labeled “sweet cream” at the supermarket.


  •SUGARS can be granulated, natural cane, coarse, brown, and confectioners’. I use them all, so read the ingredient lists carefully.


  •FLOURS are like sugars: I don’t use just one type. You’ll find all-purpose, whole-wheat pastry, rye, and oat flour, plus my All-Purpose Baking Mixes (pages 20 and 22), so again, read the recipe through first.


  •MILK is always whole, unless otherwise noted.


  •THERMOMETERS are a baker and cook’s best friend. Oven thermometers hang from the rack of your oven and are the best way to determine if it is heating to the proper temperature. Instant-read thermometers are used to measure the internal temperature of food, to make sure it is properly cooked.


  THE PERFECT PANTRY


  There’s lots of talk about having a well-stocked pantry, but what does it mean, exactly? Simply put, my idea of a perfect pantry is one that allows me to serve my family homemade meals on a daily basis. Here’s a little food for thought:


  One day I found myself starving as I was in recipe-testing mode. I was surrounded by food—cakes and tarts, since it was berry season—but none of it made a meal. I kept putting off the inevitable act of eating because I thought I had no time. Finally, noon rolled around and I felt sure I was experiencing the moment at which I might actually go blind with hunger.


  Then I remembered I had leftover roasted chicken in the fridge. I had also just canned some fresh pickles and made mayonnaise the day before. Suddenly, I found myself running around like an excited child when I realized the arugula in my backyard would be the perfect peppery partner. In less than five minutes, I had a gourmet-quality sandwich. Almost every ingredient was homemade or homegrown, except for the roll.


  That’s when I realized I didn’t just wake up one day and know how to cook or love to eat. It’s a relationship that has flourished over time. After years of finding my footing with ingredients, I’m now comfortable cooking on the fly. That’s the beauty of cooking from scratch: combining the ingredients you have available with a few simple techniques to create a satisfying and comforting meal.


  Now, I realize this little anecdote sounds idyllic. Take a deep breath, and find ease in knowing that I didn’t always have a pantry filled with homemade condiments. Many of my garden experiments start with high hopes, but it’s only through trial and error that I found arugula is a plant almost impossible to kill—seriously, my thumbs are far from green. I never gave up or gave in, though, and that’s the message I want you to take away, too.


  Don’t set out to redo your pantry from top to bottom in a weekend. You’ll get frustrated and feel like it’s too time-consuming. Take on projects as time allows, and little by little, you’ll grow your pantry from store-bought staples like jarred mayonnaise into better-for-you homemade options—see page 229 for a recipe to make your own low-fat mayo with egg whites! So, what do you say? Are you ready to build a better pantry?


  For the Fridge


  •BUTTERMILK—It sounds high in fat because it has butter in its name, but one cup only has two grams of fat, so don’t be afraid to use it. I love the tang it adds to baked goods. I always prefer cultured buttermilk from the farmers’ market because the flavor is better, and it doesn’t have all the additives that the brands in the supermarket do. In a pinch, you can also make your own buttermilk substitute (just add 1 tablespoon of apple cider vinegar to a measuring cup, then fill it with milk to the one-cup mark).


  •BUTTER— It’s a staple in my pantry for making baked goods, but did you know butter can also be transformed into a savory condiment? “Compound butters” sound complicated, but are actually very easy to make, as you’ll see with my Salted Molasses Butter on page 226.


  •CREAM—Just a splash goes a long way, and it’s an essential ingredient in homemade ricotta (page 32).


  •EGGS—We eat a lot of eggs in my family, and for good reason—they’re an inexpensive source of protein. For years, people feared high cholesterol and tossed the yolks. Now research shows the yolks are filled with choline, a nutrient key in brain development.


  •LEFTOVER WHITE OR BROWN RICE—Yes, this one may sound silly, but once you make my Vegetable Fried Rice (page 96), you’ll see why leftover rice is a must-have ingredient. Just make extra if you’re cooking it for another meal, and you’ll be enjoying the best Chinese takeout in the comfort of your own kitchen.


  •MILK—A basic but necessary ingredient for many baking recipes. If you have a dairy or lactose allergy, or are vegan, I’ve found almond milk to be a great 1:1 substitute for cow’s milk in baking.


  •ACTIVE DRY YEAST—Restaurant-quality pizza is within reach as long as you keep this in stock (page 127).


  •DRIED SPICES—Believe it or not, the cabinet above the stove is the worst place to store dried spices. If not used within a month or two, they’ll become dull-tasting from the heat of the stove. Tucking them away in the fridge keeps them fresh and flavorful longer. My “must-haves” include dried parsley, dill, paprika, mustard powder, cinnamon, whole and ground nutmeg, coriander, chipotle powder, and cumin.


  •VEGETABLE BOUILLON—Aside from the considerable savings—over $200 per year—making your own bouillon (a concentrated stock of sorts, page 24), is also a great way to use up extra vegetables and avoid preservatives. Being able to make a flavorful vegetable stock in minutes has saved me many a night when I’m running late with dinner.


  •PECORINO, PARMIGIANO REGGIANO, LOCATELLI, OR OTHER HARD ITALIAN GRATING CHEESE—As an Italian-American, if given the choice between Parmesan and oxygen, I’d probably take my chances breathing. It adds a sharp note to everything from pasta with marinara sauce (page 27) to pizza (page 128) and lentil-ricotta meatballs (page 93). I’m talking about the real stuff, and it’s okay to buy it already grated from the specialty cheese section of the supermarket. Just avoid any that’s canned and “shelf-stable,” which is closer to a science experiment than anything you should eat.


  •YOGURT—Making my own (page 28) has been a big money saver. If you prefer to buy it, then opt for plain and add your own flavoring with honey or jams, as the fruit flavored ones tend to be filled with a lot of sugar. I often use Greek yogurt as an egg substitute in baked goods (¼ cup per egg), as in my Cherry Chocolate Chip Friendship Cookies (page 180).


  
Dry Goods



  •BAKING POWDER AND BAKING SODA—If you love making muffins, cookies, biscuits, and cakes, then you’ll need these leavening agents to make sure they rise properly. Baking powder should be replaced every year, but baking soda will stay active even with age.


  •BOXED PASTA—I love making and eating homemade pasta (page 85), but I always keep a few boxes of good-quality store-bought pasta on hand when I need a quicker solution for mealtime.


  •DRIED BEANS AND LEGUMES—There’s nothing more satisfying than a pot of perfectly cooked beans. Lentils are often my go-to legume, since they’re quick-cooking, and are the base to the best-ever vegetarian meatballs (page 93). But don’t stop there: you can prepare a pot of your favorite beans and keep it in the fridge to use throughout the week (page 34). Look for them in the bulk foods section of your supermarket, as they are less expensive per pound than pre-packaged.


  •CANNED BEANS— “Wait, didn’t you just tell me to cook my beans from scratch?” This is where I admit as part of my twelve-step program that I’m human. I can’t always conquer the world and get dinner ready by 5:30 p.m. without a few shortcuts. Yes, I love cooking beans from scratch, and will always argue that they taste better than their canned counterparts, but that doesn’t mean you shouldn’t still stock a few cans for back-up on nights when you’re pressed for time. The kids love refried beans, so I always keep a can or two of pinto beans for those nights I’m in a rush and need to throw dinner together quickly. Canned chickpeas can get you out of a bind when you need a last-minute appetizer or healthy after school snack like hummus (page 158). They’re also a great vegetarian source of protein.


  •CANNED TOMATOES— Did I mention I am Italian? I’m pretty sure I would cease to exist without homemade marinara sauce at least once a week. I started preserving my own tomatoes three years ago, but I don’t have the room to store a whole year’s worth until the growing season starts up again, so canned tomatoes live side-by-side with my home-jarred ones. I prefer good-quality San Marzano tomatoes imported from Italy. Pastene’s ground peeled tomatoes are my other favorite, and cost half the price. If you’re concerned about consuming canned goods, Pomi has a tomato purée in BPA-free packaging.


  •FLOURS—Not a day goes by that I don’t reach for a cup of flour, whether it’s to make pancakes for breakfast (page 51), homemade pasta for dinner (page 85), or cookies for dessert (page 180). Be sure to buy an unbleached brand if using white flours. Many brands, including supermarket standards Gold Medal and Pillsbury’s Best, are now unbromated (free of bromate, a potential carcinogen) as well. I keep an extensive collection of locally-milled whole grain flours too, including rye, spelt, and whole wheat pastry flour.


  •HONEY, AGAVE NECTAR, AND MAPLE SYRUP—Use these to naturally sweeten hot tea, baked goods (page 172), salad dressings (page 231), and yogurt. Agave nectar is thinner and milder in taste than honey, making it a good substitute for simple syrup (page 203) in cold drinks like iced tea and lemonade (pages 203 and 202).


  •OLIVE OIL—I buy extra-virgin. The taste of different brands varies like wine from different vineyards. Taste a few to find the one that best suits your palate.


  •TOMATO PASTE—Canned tomato paste may seem inexpensive, but how many half-cans have gone to waste? Better to invest in the tube variety, which is double concentrated, so you can squeeze out as much or as little as you need. And don’t forget, it’s perishable, so store it in the refrigerator once it’s opened.


  •VANILLA EXTRACT—Skip the artificial imposters and invest in the real thing, which will be labeled “pure” vanilla extract. If you have a gluten allergy or sensitivity, read the label to make sure it’s processed in a wheat-free facility. I load up on bottles of Nielsen-Massey, a certified gluten-free brand, when I visit the Williams-Sonoma outlet.


  •VINEGAR—Balsamic and red wine vinegar are a must. Whisk them up with olive oil, salt, pepper, and a bit of honey and you’ll never reach for a store-bought bottle of salad dressing again (page 231). Add apple cider vinegar to the list if you want to start canning and making savory jams like my tomato jam—it’s incredibly addictive (page 216).


  
For the Freezer



  •BACON, SMOKED—When I was a kid, bacon was reserved for breakfast. Now I know a little goes a long way, as you’ll see in my Refried Lentils (page 148) and Smoky Corn and Bean Chili (page 98). I simply slice off what I need and keep the rest well-wrapped in the freezer. Pancetta, an Italian-style bacon, is a nice upgrade when your budget allows.


  •FROZEN VEGETABLES—They’re as nutritious as their fresh counterparts, and relying on them during the winter months is a good way to extend your local growing season. Frozen peas and corn mingle amongst the bags of fresh-frozen farmers’ market berries and roasted vegetables in my freezer. There is a fine line between perfectly cooked frozen vegetables and a bowl of mush, so watch your cooking times carefully.


  •FROZEN ORGANIC FRUITS—Smoothies are perhaps the quickest breakfast to make, and frozen fruit is the key. Most of the fruits that freeze well are also on the Environmental Working Group’s (EWG) Dirty Dozen list for the highest use of pesticides, so I recommend buying these organic. If you buy fresh berries or peaches like I do from the farmers’ market, be sure to talk to your farmers about their growing methods. They may be using pesticide-free and organic products even if they don’t have the costly certification to call their produce organic.


  •GROUND BEEF—Most meat at farmers’ markets is frozen as soon as it’s butchered. The best way to quickly thaw frozen meat is in a bowl of cold water set in the fridge. A one-pound package of ground beef is ready to use in about thirty minutes, and becomes the base for a quick meal of burgers and a salad, or one of my favorites—meatballs (page 102).


  •PANCAKES AND WAFFLES—Nothing makes me happier than feeding the kids a homemade breakfast. It sets the tone for the rest of their day. I store leftover pancakes (page 51) and waffles (page 49) tightly wrapped in plastic in the freezer, and then pop them in the toaster for a quick reheat on busy mornings.


  •PIE & PASTRY DOUGH—Trust me, when berries and peaches are in season, you’ll be happy to have a batch of my Sweet Butter Crust on hand (page 174). It’s also perfect for making hand pies to stow away in a picnic basket for summer outings (page 177).


  
Guide to the Icons Used in this Book
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    WHEN I WAS GROWING UP, AUNT JEMIMA’S MIX WAS the only way I knew to make pancakes or waffles. Now I keep all-purpose baking mixes ready to go in a canister to satisfy my daughters’ hunger for fluffy, hot pancakes, which I’m pretty sure they’d eat for every meal if I let them. Personally, I have a soft spot for fresh-baked muffins, and thankfully the same mix makes it easy to bake up a batch of them within thirty minutes—a real bonus when berry season arrives.


    When it comes to busy weeknights, all you need is twenty minutes to sit down and enjoy a stunningly simple bowl of tomato-basil sauce with pasta—and that includes time for boiling the water. Perhaps it’s my Italian roots taking hold, but this is my go-to meal when I’m craving something hearty and satisfying, but am short on time. Come winter, there’s nothing like a pot of homemade chicken soup, and starting with a homemade stock is key. While some people will tell you it has to simmer for hours, you’ll start singing a different tune once you make my 60-Minute Chicken Stock (page 26) and learn my trick for coaxing maximum flavor in half the time.

  


  ALL-PURPOSE BAKING MIX


  I cooked my way through pancakes and waffles, then tackled cupcakes, muffins, and more to give you the ultimate cooking-from-scratch shortcut—your own homemade, all-purpose baking mix. There’s also no need for a dictionary to pronounce the ingredients list since there are no preservatives or artificial sweeteners, just good, wholesome ingredients you probably already have in the pantry.


  MAKES 4 CUPS (619 GRAMS)


  3¾ cups (525 grams) unbleached all-purpose flour


  ¼ cup (50 grams) granulated natural cane sugar


  2 tablespoons (32 grams) baking powder


  1 teaspoon (6 grams) baking soda


  1 teaspoon (6 grams) fine sea salt


  Add all the ingredients to a large bowl and whisk until well combined. Store in a tightly sealed container or plastic zip-top bags for up to 2 months. Ingredients will settle while stored, so be sure to stir it thoroughly, or shake well, before using.


  
    STORAGE TIP: Label and date your All-Purpose Baking Mix. If you tend to go through a batch in a week, then make a double batch next time.
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  from left: Whole Grain Baking Mix (page 22), All-Purpose Baking Mix, and Homemade Oat Flour (page 22).
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  WHOLE GRAIN BAKING MIX


  I love the earthy flavor whole grains add to baked goods. Just like my All-Purpose Baking Mix (page 20), this whole grain version makes getting breakfast together quicker and healthier. The banana and pecan studded pancakes (on page 51) are one of my favorites.


  MAKES 4 CUPS (539 GRAMS)


  2 cups (275 grams) whole wheat pastry flour


  1 cup (109 grams) oat flour (recipe follows)


  ¾ cup (87 grams) dark rye flour


  4 teaspoons (24 grams) granulated natural cane sugar


  2 tablespoons (32 grams) baking powder


  1 teaspoon (6 grams) baking soda


  1 teaspoon (6 grams) fine sea salt


  Add all the ingredients to a deep bowl and whisk until well combined. Store in a tightly sealed container or plastic zip-top bags for up to 2 months. Ingredients will settle while stored, so be sure to stir it thoroughly, or shake well, before using.
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  HOMEMADE OAT FLOUR


  Making oat flour at home is so easy, it almost sounds silly to call this a recipe, so let’s call it a tip, okay? The technique is simple, requiring nothing more than a food processor. Old-fashioned rolled oats yield an equal amount of oat flour—one cup of oats yields one cup of oat flour. Feel free to make more or less, depending on how much oat flour you need.


  MAKES 3 CUPS (270 GRAMS)


  3 cups (270 grams) old-fashioned oats


  Add the oats to the bowl of a food processor. Pulse 3 to 5 times to start breaking down the oats. Then turn the food processor on and let it run for 2 to 3 minutes, or until you have a fine, powdery flour. Store the flour in an airtight container or plastic zip-top bag for up to 1 month.
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  DIY GRANOLA


  Granola was one of my husband’s favorite foods. A handful served dual purposes as both snack and breakfast, if he was patient enough to add it to a bowl with some milk. The ingredients used here can be bought in bulk, making it better on the budget. I love using pistachios and pumpkin seeds with dried cherries, but have left the recipe open, so you can taste test your way through the bulk bins to find your own favorite combination. I even make a few batches without dried fruit to use in my Granola & Berry Smoothies (page 45).


  MAKES 6 TO 7 CUPS (660 GRAMS TO 770 GRAMS),

  plus a few husband-size handfuls



  3 cups (315 grams) old-fashioned rolled oats


  1 cup (125 grams) raw unsalted nuts or seeds, such as shelled pistachios, sliced almonds, pecan halves, cashews, or pumpkin seeds


  1 tablespoon (12 grams) flax seeds


  1 tablespoon (11 grams) white or black sesame seeds


  ¼ teaspoon (1 gram) fine sea salt


  ½ teaspoon (2 grams) ground cinnamon


  ¼ cup (62 ml) extra-virgin olive oil


  ¼ cup (62 ml) pure maple syrup


  2 cups (240 grams) dried fruit, such as raisins, dried cherries, currants, or diced apricots


  Preheat the oven to 300°F (150°C).
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