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Introduction


YOU REALLY CAN MAKE IT EASY


If this book is in your hands, you’re probably eager for cooking to be easier than it is currently. If you’re a parent, you may even be desperate for it. Cooking for a group of people night after night, each with their own tastes (and, probably, at least one picky eater) is not for the faint of heart. Doing it without completely losing your mind takes serious effort and the last thing you need is for someone to tell you that the problem is you:


You just need to relax.


You just need to make more time for cooking.


You just need to plan.


You just need to be more confident in the kitchen.


Screw that.


Don’t get me wrong: I’ve caught myself saying these things to many frazzled home cooks because being a relaxed, confident cook who loves planning meals and being in the kitchen is what has made me a great cook. But it’s also what has made me a professional cook. Not everyone loves cooking as much as I do, but everyone has to feed their clan. I’ve come to understand just how thankless a chore it is for many and, if you’re one of those many, it’s not your fault.


This became clear to me when I started working with personal clients, advising them on family eating, from dealing with picky eaters to helping them create personalized meal plans. I decided that it wasn’t my clients’ fault that they were ordering in all the time or that they were functioning as short-order cooks (talk about thankless). I convinced them to make the same shift and, together, we solved the real problem; that they didn’t have flexible cooking strategies and recipe options—or they just weren’t clear on how and when to use them. When we fixed that, the results were amazing.


We made cooking easy. And I’m going to make cooking easy for you, too.


HERE’S THE TRUTH: SCRATCH COOKING CAN BE EASY, EVEN ON A TIGHT SCHEDULE


For a long time before the entire country knew about artisan food and one of the quickest-growing fast-food joints promoted farm-to-table eating, home cooking trends were about convenience. Thirty-minute meals became fifteen-minute meals and semihomemade became a full-fledged cooking genre. We seem to have swung from one side of the pendulum to the other, and busy home cooks have been left stranded somewhere in the middle.


While I’m thrilled that the conversation has returned to scratch cooking, I hear from parents every day through my work as the managing editor at Cool Mom Eats, my personal blog One Hungry Mama, and my work advising families, that busy home cooks are more stressed than ever about getting healthy, home-cooked meals on the table.


The shift in our larger food culture has made the same people who needed those convenience tricks feel terrible about using them. In many cases, with good reasons having to do with our health and the health of our planet. But not in all cases; there’s also a lot of judgment.


At the same time, the rise in popularity of scratch cooking has led many to believe that, to do it, you have to pickle, can, grow, buy entirely organic, and otherwise commit to practices that, for many of us busy home cooks, are just not practical.


We are caught in a catch-22 and it’s made feeding our families hard on our schedules, on our budgets, and worst of all, on our psyches. If you don’t believe me, check out some info from the US Bureau of Labor Statistics.


According to them, some families spend just less than half of their entire food budget on eating out. One survey showed that buying prepared or semiprepared meals and ordering in are two of the most popular strategies that parents use to help them ease the stress and anxiety of the relentless chore of feeding their families three times a day with already overpacked schedules. But get this: the same parents who reported using these strategies also reported that doing so didn’t reduce daily stress. In fact, it often exacerbated stress and anxiety when the shortcut strategies led to meals that weren’t in line with their food and eating ideals.


So, basically, busy home cooks keep applying solutions—the only practical ones they’ve been given—that don’t solve the whole problem. Or at least the part that counts: how we feel about what we feed our families.


Sound familiar?


When I read that, I promised that I wouldn’t write a cookbook until I could offer a practical solution that addresses the whole problem. The solution is not just about quick, easy recipes, because if they’re made with the “wrong” ingredients, you still won’t feel good about cooking. It’s also not just about always cooking from scratch with premium ingredients, because scratch cooking can come at a high price our schedules can’t afford and the best ingredients can come at a high price that our budgets can’t withstand. That’s stressful, too. So, why am I writing this? Because I’ve finally figured out that the solution is about giving busy home cooks a laid-back and flexible approach to scratch cooking that uses healthy store-bought shortcuts when you need them for maximum flexibility.


And, yes, there are healthy store-bought shortcuts. I’ve found them for you.


In this book, we’re going to reclaim scratch cooking for busy, modern life. Sometimes scratch cooking means going all out, while other times it means using a few carefully chosen but exceedingly helpful store-bought ingredients to make a meal. And it always means cooking smart, with an eye toward mixing and matching recipes that you can combine endlessly and use repeatedly without getting bored. Because this saves time and money.


Make It Easy is organized in three sections to, well, make it easy for you to use this book. We start with the basics, which are my favorite tips for how to get the most out of your time in the kitchen. Next, mix-and-match recipes that are just that: flexible dishes that fit together in varying ways to make not just one meal, but many meals. Last up, the supermarket guide, a handy reference to pantry staples and healthy cheat ingredients. You can use all three sections in tandem or not; though they complement one another, the sections are designed to stand alone.


If you’re completely in the weeds and need a family cooking intervention, this book will guide you through a plan to get back on track on your terms. Hate to cook and need a handful of strategies for getting dinner on the table on busy weeknights? Hit the basics. Just need new recipes to expand the foundation of your everyday cooking repertoire? Go straight to recipes. You are in control. As it should be.
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The Three MAKE IT EASY Basics
















BASIC #1
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MAKE IT EASY On Yourself


There are a few ways that you can set yourself up so that cooking—even on a tight schedule, for picky eaters, when you don’t particularly like cooking—can be easier. Just telling yourself to relax is not one of them, but feeling relaxed should happen if you follow these simple rules.


DETERMINE YOUR REAL-LIFE COOKING STYLE


It’s not a complicated equation; the best place to start is simply to be honest with yourself about how you cook best in real life and how much effort you’re able to put into changing that. (Spoiler alert: for most people, the answer is zero effort. And that’s okay—we can still do this.)


When I worked with clients, busy home cooks just like you, I was amazed at how many said in one breath that they hated cooking and, in the next, that they wanted to cook amazing, elaborate meals for their family. Whenever they had some time and cooking inspiration struck, they took on big cooking projects that matched up with some fantasy of the domestic god or goddess they wanted to be. In reality, they were so overwhelmed that they wanted to quit halfway through cooking. The bad experience made them dread going into kitchen even more. Stop, rinse, repeat: the same thing would happen again a month later.


The trick is to set reasonable goals. Sure, stretch goals are great. But really think about yours—do you want them to be in the kitchen? If you do, are they realistic? Remember to go slow. Start by taking a brisk walk, not by trying to run a marathon.


The more your cooking expectations match your realistic cooking capacity, the more likely you are to enjoy the process and want to take things further. To get a sense of your realistic cooking capacity, answer these questions:


• Even when everything goes right, how much do I enjoy being in the kitchen?


• How much time do I really have to cook, start to finish? Is it different on some days than on others?


• How stressed out do I get by working under time constraints?


• Is it easy for me to be creative in the kitchen? Can I easily riff off recipes, or is it easier for me to follow them verbatim?


• How much do I care about having a spectacularly delicious meal at the end of every day? Are fresh, simple meals satisfying?


• Do I meal plan? (Have I ever meal planned?) Am I able to come up with meal ideas on the fly?


As you consider your answers, chase out of your head Martha Stewart or Nigella Lawson or whichever domestic icon you wish you could be. Don’t be your ideal kitchen self when answering. You have to start with your real cooking self to successfully build your kitchen skills, if you decide that’s what you want to do. And no worries if it’s not.


TAKE STOCK OF WHAT YOU AND YOUR CREW LIKE TO EAT


In addition to answering the questions above, take ten minutes (or fewer!) to list the meals that make you and your entire family happy. Look at them with an eye toward finding patterns: Are they all simple? Do they all have sauce? Are they easily deconstructed so that some people are enjoying the same meal in completely different ways than others? Are they all Mexican or Italian? Do you guys like leftovers?


All of this information is already in your head, but taking time to lay it all out so that you can make meaningful connections is shockingly helpful. You only have to do it once (or, at least, once every year or two) and it doesn’t take long. Then you have a sense of what you can and should take on in the kitchen.


LEARN HOW TO CHOOSE THE RIGHT RECIPES


The recipes in this book are simple. They’re designed to be family-friendly and adaptable. If you’re not an experienced home cook, they are easy to make, fresh, and delicious. If you’re a foodie with kitchen skills, you’ll be able to riff off these recipes like crazy. They leave a lot of room to play. And, no matter what kind of cook you are, the recipes in this book can be deconstructed and mix-and-matched so that one meal can feed people with several tastes (and every recipe comes with mix-and-match suggestions).


I designed this book to be a go-to resource for making cooking easy, with a handful of easy recipes that work for special occasions, too. (Because the fact that it’s Junior’s birthday doesn’t magically clear your schedule.) But, of course, you’ll look to other resources, too. When you do, you should either look for the same types of recipes or have a clear idea of how the recipes you’re looking for should be different.


What are they for: Have you cleared your schedule to cook something more elaborate for a dinner party? Do you want to take on a challenging baking project to pass time on a rainy day? Are you craving a more sophisticated Sunday night meal, kids be damned?


This all goes back to knowing your real-life cooking style and understanding that it’s fluid as circumstances change. You’ll cook differently for that dinner party if you’ve set aside time to cook and have arranged for the kids to be out of the house than you will if you’ve got forty-five minutes to pull together a dinner for ten. It’s the difference between an elegant meal and a big pot of meat sauce. Both can be great, as long as you’re honest about what you can pull off and choose the right recipes.


Here are some quick guidelines to choosing the right recipe for the circumstance:


Choose recipes based on your cooking skill, as much as on appeal. Don’t get attached to the idea of a recipe. There are millions of recipes out there and plenty will fit your style, skill, and crew’s taste.


Look at the number of ingredients. When you need to go fast, choose recipes with fewer ingredients. Period.


Survey the number of fresh versus pantry ingredients. You can make fresh, nutritious meals using pantry ingredients, especially if you start thinking about your freezer as a part of your pantry. When you shop for a specific meal that you’re sure you’re going to cook, such as for a special occasion, go all out on the fresh ingredients. Otherwise, consider looking for recipes that pair a handful of fresh ingredients with affordable pantry ingredients that don’t go bad, including canned chickpeas, frozen spinach or peas, tomato sauce, and rice and other dried grains.


Consider the active cooking time. Unless you have very good knife skills, recipes will always take longer than they say.


Determine how much chopping you’ll need to do. Quickly scan recipes to assess the amount of chopping you’ll need to do, keeping in mind that some aren’t written in a way where you can tell how much chopping will be required just by looking at the ingredients. If you need to go fast, less chopping is better.


SET YOURSELF UP TO ENJOY THE KITCHEN


Once you know how you cook best, what everyone likes to eat, and what kind of recipes you should be choosing, it’s time to hit the kitchen. That’s where the temperature rises, even if you’ve set yourself up well. The most perfect plan can fall apart with a kid meltdown, a phone call, an emergency e-mail from work, or, of course, a recipe gone wrong. It happens. Making sure that your kitchen is set up so that things are easy and comfortable will help those moments roll off your back. Well, as much as they can.


Think about the things that drive you crazy every single time you cook. Do you hate rummaging for pots? Do you get annoyed every time you have to reach to the back of the pantry to grab the oil (which you use every day)? Take time to fix anything that’s a constant annoyance. Including the kids.


I’m not kidding about the kids part. If the kids drive you mad while you’re cooking, think of ways that you might keep them busy so that you can fit in thirty minutes of focused cooking time. Can your cooking time double as a dedicated drawing, reading, or homework time? Do you not mind having them cook alongside you? Maybe your cooking time becomes their TV time. Hey, no judgments here. If it helps you make a fresh, healthy meal, it may be a net value.


Last, but not least, do your best to turn cooking into an enjoyable moment. You have to do it one way or another, so why not pour a glass of wine and turn on your favorite album. Cooking dinner in a rush will never be a Calgon moment, but it also doesn’t have to be completely hellish.


STOP FEELING GUILTY ABOUT USING SHORTCUTS


Using healthy, store-bought shortcuts—and not feeling bad about them—freed me from a tremendous amount of pressure, self-imposed of course, because how could a professional food writer not make everything from scratch? (She can be a busy working mom of two young kids, is how.) And, yes, there are store-bought shortcuts that are healthy, or at least healthy enough without nasty ingredients, that their convenience outweighs the small sacrifice in taste or quality (see my Supermarket Guide, pages 237–255).


On the other side of the spectrum, being discerning about shortcuts has been a revelatory change in the cooking style of my clients who once relied primarily on store-bought ingredients. With mastery of a few very easy scratch recipes for go-to staples (Everyday Pancakes, page 85; Everyday Waffles, page 87; Pizza Dough, page 191; and Peanut Butter, page 53, for example) they could let go of some of the expensive store-bought items—and also let go of the guilt that came with those purchases. And it doesn’t even cost them that much extra time in the kitchen.


Determining your threshold for store-bought shortcuts is a very personal matter. What one busy cook considers a good compromise may feel like a sacrifice to another. While there are some foods and ingredients that we should all try to avoid as much as possible (check out my list on page 15), many fall in a gray area that should be considered in the context of your specific diet and budget.


Following are a few things to think about as you figure out where you want to draw the line between cooking from scratch and buying from the store.


DETERMINE WHAT YOU WANT TO BUY ORGANIC AND WHEN YOU WANT TO SAVE MONEY


The research is complicated, but I’ve dug though it and can tell you with confidence that organically grown produce is better for us overall and undeniably better for the planet, too. It’s honestly a clear-cut issue for me, but I understand that it may not be for you. Here is a simple overview of how and why I buy organic. I hope that it helps you make buying decisions for your family that you can feel good about.


Produce


Some crops require more pesticides than others and some fruits and veggies have more permeable skin. When you cross-reference these factors, you can figure out which foods are “dirtier” than others. Every year, the Environmental Working Group (http://www.ewg.org) publishes its findings in two superuseful lists: the Dirty Dozen and the Clean Fifteen.


As a rule of thumb, I buy the organic version of any produce on the Dirty Dozen list and save my dollars by going conventional with produce on the Clean Fifteen. (See how easy we’re making this?)


There’s just one more thing that I want the parents of babies to consider. Beginner eaters and toddlers consume a much greater volume of fruits and vegetables compared to their body weight than do big kids and adults. For this reason, studies have shown that beginner eaters tend to have a much higher level of pesticides in their bloodstream. Babies seem to benefit most from a wholly organic diet so, whenever possible, with the exception of the Clean Fifteen, consider buying as much organic as you’re able for your beginner eater.


Dairy


So much of the conversation about organic versus conventional food has centered on produce but, if you ask me, dairy is what we should be talking about. First off, in the same way that our babies and toddlers eat more produce relative to their body weight compared to older children and adults, American school-aged children eat a diet very high in dairy. Also, the labels for dairy products can be confusing.


Let’s start with milk. Organic milk has been shown to contain higher levels of omega-3 fats due to the fact that cows that produce organic milk are usually fed a diet higher in omega-3 fats, including more grass. Some studies claim that the level is marginally higher (i.e., it doesn’t make a difference), while a 2013 study that looked closely at four hundred samples of organic and conventional milk over eighteen months showed that the difference was quite significant. A small sample, but perhaps still food for thought.


While the omega-3 issue may be inconclusive, there are two things about dairy that are not. One is that milk does not contain antibiotics. By law, all of the milk produced for commercial consumption is tested for antibiotics and other veterinary drugs. Milk found to be contaminated is immediately pulled out of our food supply, even at conventional dairies.


The other indisputable thing about dairy is that industrially raised dairy cows are regularly injected with growth hormones (BGH, rBGH, and rBST) to increase their milk production. While some research suggest that these hormones don’t survive pasteurization, other studies claim that the research is inconclusive.


Either way, whether you buy conventional or organic, the absolute latest research suggests that whole milk is best. All those good fatty acids that milk offers are carried in the fat that is removed when making 2%, 1%, and fat-free milk. And since whole-fat dairy is best, you’ll want to make sure that you’re not eating too much of it overall. It’s been long established that a diet high in fruits and vegetables with moderate dairy intake is best for us all.


Packaged foods


Deciding whether to buy organic packaged foods is a whole separate process. I know: nothing seems easy with food anymore, but we’re going to break this down and make it a cinch.


In the United States, a product made with entirely organic ingredients—from the wheat to the vanilla extract—can be labeled “100% organic.” A product made with 95 percent organic ingredients can be labeled “organic,” while products made with a minimum of 70 percent organic ingredients can say “made with organic ingredients.”


The thing with packaged foods, organic or not, is that they are processed. So, while it may feel better to buy cookies that are “made with organic ingredients,” it’s important to know that they may be packed with sugar. In other words, the word organic is not synonymous with healthy.


When it comes to packaged foods, unless the product includes ingredients on the Dirty Dozen list (e.g., strawberry snack bars made with real strawberries), it’s best to go back to our packaged food basics: read the nutrition and ingredients labels, stay away from foods packed with sugar, fat, and/or salt, and avoid products with ingredients that you don’t like or can’t pronounce. Even if the product is organic.


DECIDE WHETHER LOCAL FOOD MATTERS TO YOU


The local food movement complicates an already inscrutable food landscape, but it’s also a good thing, and not just for farmers and the earth and all those other things that you wish you had more time to care about. It’s also a good thing for busy home cooks, especially parents.


Local food gets from the farm to our kitchens quickly, which means fresher, better-tasting produce. Try getting a kid to fall in love with a hard peach that has been overrefrigerated to make it through the eight-day trip to your supermarket from a farm across the country. Fresh, just-picked ones, though? It takes zero effort to create a fruit—or at least a peach—lover out of your little one.


Just because food is local, does not mean that it’s also organic. And just because it’s not officially labeled “organic” doesn’t meant that it’s heavily laden with pesticides. A lot of local produce that is available direct to consumer is grown on small farms, often by struggling farmers. They may not be able to afford organic certification even if they are using organic growing processes.


If you’re interested in buying local, speak to the farmers directly. Ask questions about their farming practices and decide from there. You can also consult the Dirty Dozen list. When I was still making baby food, I chose to buy organic any items on the Dirty Dozen list, even if it meant getting less tasty strawberries that had been shipped to New York from California. As my kids grew up, I decided that superfresh, local produce was just fine, even if grown conventionally, given that the rest of our diet was largely organic. You can do the same. Or not. Just learn about your options and decide what’s right for your family.


KEEP IN MIND THE INGREDIENTS YOU WANT TO AVOID AT ALL COSTS


In the next chapter, we’ll talk about how to read packaged food and nutrition labels. I share a list of ingredients that most experts think we should avoid as much as possible and tips on how to figure out how much salt, sugar, and fat your family should be eating. Take it all in as you’re able and maybe even speak to your doctor (definitely speak to your doctor if anyone in your family has health challenges). Then, set guidelines for what you’re willing to buy and stick to them, so that you don’t have to reinvent the wheel every time you want to consider a new store-bought shortcut that will save you time and stress.


The key to letting go of the guilt so often associated with buying store-bought foods is to align how you actually feed your family with how you want to feed your family. Whether you realized it or not, all of the questions and considerations I’ve thrown your way in this chapter have been designed to help you create a flexible set of values about how you want to feed your crew. These food values will give you something to check your food decisions against.


If you see a new product that will help you make dinner easier and it fits your values, go ahead and grab it without guilt. If it doesn’t fit your values, skip it. Or if it’s really great or a special occasion, make an exception. The point isn’t to be rigid, but to help you feel like you’re doing a good job overall. Because you are.









BASIC #2
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MAKE IT EASY On Your Schedule


Time is the factor that seems to stress home cooks out more than any other. There never seems to be enough of it for us to make the kinds of meals that we want to make. In the last chapter we talked about being honest about what you can easily whip up within your schedule constraints. That’s a critical part of making it easy, but there are a few other simple ways to make it easy on your schedule: meal plan, master the market, make smart use of store-bought short-cuts, and learn a few kitchen tricks.


MEAL PLAN. I KNOW, BUT SERIOUSLY.


Yup, the dreaded meal plan suggestion. You’ve heard it before and, though I’ve promised you a new approach, here I am saying it again. The truth is, if you can get into the habit of meal planning, it will totally and completely change your life as a busy home cook. I’m not exaggerating and I’ve seen it help clients even more than I could have ever predicted.


I’ve also seen that some busy cooks just can’t, don’t, won’t meal plan. If you’ve tried and just can’t make meal planning work, forgive yourself and move on. If you haven’t given it the old college try, though, and think that you might be ready to commit, I encourage you to give it a go (another go?).


Here are some practical meal-planning tips that have helped even the most resistant of my clients. In fact, even if you’re ready to accept that you’re not the meal-planning type, give these tips a scan. Some can be incorporated into your routine even if you can’t, don’t, won’t formally meal plan.


Set aside no more than ten minutes to think about meals for the week. If you allow meal planning to take twenty, thirty, or forty minutes or longer, it will become an unsustainable practice. Instead, force yourself to do it in ten minutes. Be focused, go to recipe resources you trust, and make thoughtful but quick decisions. You might even set a timer to keep you on track. Once you see what a big difference only ten minutes a week can make, you’ll be motivated to continue.


Keep track of meals that work. Keeping notes on recipes that are easy to cook and meals that are a hit with the family help you from having to re-create the wheel every week. Put favorites on regular rotation so that you don’t have to plan all-new meals every week.


Have other members of your crew help. Ask the rest of the people in your crew about what they want to eat. Maybe each kid gets a day of the week or every Friday is Mom’s choice. Having a few meals that you don’t have to think about makes meal planning easier. Plus, serving your family their favorites increases their food happiness quotient, which reduces complaining and, in turn, increases your food happiness quotient, too.


Plan a few meals around what’s already in the refrigerator. Food waste can be a big source of guilt and, worse, a huge waste of money. When taking your ten minutes to make a meal plan, start with what’s in the fridge. If you’re not great at dreaming up meals based on one or two available ingredients, flip to the index here or in one of your other favorite cookbooks. You can also use a recipe search engine that scans by ingredient, such as www.foodily.com.


Once you get good at planning around what you have in your fridge, you can also incorporate the foods in your pantry and freezer. This will help keep you from finding four-year-old freezer burned meat or who-knows-how-old cans of beans buried in the way back.


Cook once, eat twice. While meal planning, try to double up on side dishes, veggies, or even main proteins in a week so that you can cook them once and serve them twice. So, for example, if you’re making steak tacos with rice and beans one night, also plan on serving grilled chicken with a side of rice and roasted broccoli and an Asian steak salad that week, too. Then, on taco night, cook double the steak and double the rice—it takes no extra effort—and your cooking on two subsequent nights that week is significantly reduced.


Boom.


I admit that doing this masterfully is an advanced meal-planning skill, but just having the thought in your head can help, especially with sides like rice or quinoa and simple proteins like roasted chicken or pork loin.


LEARN HOW TO NAVIGATE THE SUPERMARKET LIKE A NINJA


Sometimes, making my way through the supermarket feels like trying to hack through the jungle. There are an overwhelming number of choices to begin with and, now, with brand-name companies increasingly aware of consumer desire for more natural and eco-friendly products, it’s harder than ever to tell which choices are actually good for us.


Navigating the supermarket aisles so that you don’t get overwhelmed requires you to know where to look for the healthiest options and to have a system for scanning food labels just enough to know whether a product fits your food values.


Supermarket design is fairly prescribed and has been for a long time. Perhaps you’ve noticed that nearly every supermarket—from the one near your house to the one by your cousin’s house across the country—has a similar layout. This is good news for us busy shoppers, since we can use the same plan of attack in any store we visit.


Shop the perimeter Start by shopping the perimeter. This is where you’ll find the fresh and refrigerated food, including veggies, fruit, meat, and dairy. Once you start weaving your way through the labyrinth of aisles, make sure to look high and low. Big brands, many of which are notorious for pushing unhealthy processed foods, pay for the sweet spot at your eye level. They often pay even more for the space at your little one’s eye level, so be aware of that if you’ve got little kids in tow.


One thing that will vary from store to store is whether it offers an organic food section and, if it does, where it is. You don’t have to be a diehard organic food buyer to start your packaged food shopping in the organic section; it’s a great place for anyone who’s looking for healthier options to start browsing, since all of the organic brands are concentrated in a small area instead of dispersed throughout. If you’re interested, save time by asking for the organic section as soon as you walk into a new supermarket.


Speed-read food labels Even in the organic section of the market, trying to decipher labels for new food products that catch my eye is a major time suck. It’s not something that I want to abandon, since reading labels is, hands down, the best way to make smarter, healthier choices.


So, I came up with a system for reading labels that makes it quick and easy. I swear: if you follow these tips you’ll be speed reading labels and zeroing in on what counts most in no time.


The first rule of reading labels is to ignore everything on the front of the package, which is not regulated in the same way as the nutrition and ingredients labels. I won’t go so far as to say it’s completely unregulated—it’s more complicated than that—but let’s just say that front-of-package claims are not very reliable.


Instead of looking at the front of a package, go straight to the nutrition label. My first move is a scan of the ingredients. I like to keep things simple so, honestly, if I don’t recognize or can’t pronounce an ingredient, it doesn’t go into my cart. You know, as a rule of thumb. (And we all break the rules sometimes.)


When scanning ingredients on a food label, keep in mind that they are listed in order of predominance: the products contain mostly ingredient 1, then ingredient 2, et cetera, down the line. So, for example, if the ingredients list for a gummy fruit snack starts with high-fructose corn syrup and ends with fruit juice, you know that it is made with a whole lot of sugar and just a little bit of juice.


Next up: a quick scan of sugar, salt, and fat. The yum trifecta, these ingredients are what make food taste good (and even a little addictive). While cooking, you can manage the amounts and quality of sugar, salt, and fat to combine them into deliciousness that isn’t terrible for you. In packaged foods, though, they are often used in obscenely unhealthy amounts to manufacture a cravable taste. And, yes, cravable is real food industry lingo.


The amount of salt, sugar, and fat that you want to take in varies greatly, depending on the age and health of the eaters in your family. For example, healthy sodium intake for beginner eaters and toddlers is way less than it is for an eight-year-old. The same goes for fat, plus you need to factor in activity level. Figuring out how much sugar your family should be taking in may be the most complicated calculation of all, given the various forms that sugar comes in and the fact that it’s in nearly every packaged food, even ones you might not suspect (e.g., sliced whole wheat bread).




 






Can’t Say It, Won’t Eat It


For ease and quickness, the “can’t say it, won’t eat” rule of thumb is very helpful. That said, some naturally occurring ingredients are listed by their scientific name on food labels. Ascorbic acid, for example, is a form of vitamin C. I share this because it’s important not to get hysterical; hysteria is definitely counterproductive to making it easy. Do your best and try to avoid artificial ingredients. I’ve put together a list of the ones I consider the worst offenders.


This list isn’t exhaustive, but these are the major culprits most likely to be found in packaged foods. If you can at least avoid these things, you’ll be in good shape. And to be clear: as much as I’d love for you to completely avoid these ingredients, I also want you to make it easy on yourself. Small amounts of these ingredients a few times a year will not kill your family.


So, take a breath and let it go if Grandma buys a box of Fruity Tooty cereal. Even if your child inhales every single morsel in a single weekend, he’ll be fine. Complete elimination would be wonderful, but it’s a steady diet of this stuff that’s so bad for us.


HIGH-FRUCTOSE CORN SYRUP (HFCS). This one is controversial, I admit. You will find nutritionists that claim that our body knows no difference between HFCS and granulated sugar. But there are just as many experts, doctors, researchers, and nutritionists who disagree. And more to the point: HFCS is cheap and everywhere. Many foods made with it get a disproportionate number of calories from the sweetener and avoiding it all together makes our very tricky job of managing sugar intake—our kids’ and our own!—infinitely easier. And I like easier.


ARTIFICIAL COLORS. Food dyes, including blue 1 and 2, green 3, red 3, and yellow 6, are controversial as well. The FDA has concluded that there is no clear indication of a causal relationship between food dyes and behavioral problems, such as hyperactivity in children, but has also acknowledged that artificial food dyes may exacerbate symptoms for some children. The research may not be conclusive enough for our government to mandate elimination, but these dyes are banned in Europe and starting to be eliminated by a growing number of major food companies.


What about when you’re making your little one her fire engine birthday cake? Oh, wait: there are natural dyes for that (see pages 254–255)!


ARTIFICIAL FLAVORS. These chemicals, mixed to mimic natural flavors, are used to keep processed foods cheap. Since they can be listed simply as “artificial flavors,” there isn’t any way to know what you’re eating. Some studies have linked these chemical flavor cocktails to allergic reactions, dermatitis, eczema, hyperactivity, and asthma. Keeping ingredients simple makes easy the job of keeping your whole crew healthy.


BENZOATE PRESERVATIVES (BHT, BHA, TBHQ). The preservative benzene is widely considered a carcinogen and endocrine disruptor. If that isn’t enough, how about the fact that these preservatives are also in your makeup? I grew up with a taste for Doritos, but they’re not worth eating ingredients that are also in my moisturizer. That’s just gross. (Okay, but don’t judge me if you catch me eating Doritos on a plane while I’m traveling alone. Like I said, we all break the rules sometimes.)


ARTIFICIAL SWEETENERS. “Sugar-free” used to be a label that parents would seek out, but these days we know better about artificial sweeteners, such as aspartame, saccharin, and sucralose. Nutritionists consider most forms of processed natural sugar comparable since they all process in the body the same way. Artificial sweeteners, on the other hand, may be harder on our metabolic system. If the worst-case scenario is that all processed natural sugars are created equal, then I figure there’s no reason to choose one that was created in a lab.









To keep things easy, I asked my pediatrician for quick salt, sugar, and fat guidelines that I could use while food shopping. I keep the three numbers in my head or, you know, in my smartphone, to help me quickly assess the nutrition label for a new food. If the salt, sugar, and fat fall in the right zone, I go for it. If not, I move on. It’s a lifesaver that keeps me from stalling in the aisle, trying to decipher a label on my own while in a mad shopping rush.


If, for any reason, your pediatrician cannot do the same for you, it will probably take one Internet search for you to come up with a rough set of guidelines on your own. Bring those to the doc as a second pair of eyes, and you’ll be set.


MASTER A FEW PREP HABITS


First meal planning, now prep. Am I starting to sound like the teacher in The Peanuts? Wah, wah, wah. Prep can be an annoying task—but it will save you time in the end, trust me. If it didn’t, I wouldn’t bother suggesting it.


I promise that these are the last set of tips that I’m going to share that you don’t want me to repeat but, yeah, these prep tips bear repeating. If you turn even just a few of them into habit, they will make your life easier. Seriously.


• Wash greens and dry them well before storing them in produce keepers or with damp paper towels wrapped around them in plastic bags as soon as you get home from the grocery store.


• Wash tree fruit and dry well before storing in the refrigerator or on the counter.


• Although it’s not ideal for cut veggies to sit for more than 24 to 48 hours, it’s worth doing it ahead if it means you’ll actually eat and serve veggies. Carrots, celery, peppers, cucumber, broccoli, onion, and sweet potatoes can be washed, peeled, and prepped ahead to store in the refrigerator for up to five days. You can also trim asparagus and shred cabbage ahead of time. When I’m able, I do some of this when I get home from the market, then I’ll do the rest on one easy-going night that week. Between two sessions, I can get most of my chopping for a busy week done ahead of time.


• Measure and combine rice and grains before you put a new box or bag away, so they’re ready to go.


• If you have quick-cooking grains, such as rice or couscous, throw them straight into a pot and cook them as you unpack your groceries to have on hand for the week.


• Make spice blends that you use often ahead of time and store them in the freezer.


• Make dressings and quick-cook sauces in one half-hour session on the weekend, to have on hand for the week.


• If you prefer cooking with dried beans (which are, in fact, better, but also totally fine to skip for canned), always prep a double batch and store half in the freezer for next time.


TIME-SAVING TRICKS WORTH BREAKING THE RULES


Here’s the truth: there is a right way and a wrong way to cook. Sure, there are variations on the right way and plenty of debate around which right way is the most right, but you are not in culinary school training to become a chef. You are a busy home cook and sometimes—often, even—learning a few tricks and breaking the rules is the only way you can get a scratch meal on the table.


While working with clients, I zeroed in on a few tricks that help even the least-experienced cooks move faster. Be warned that some of these tricks go against good technique, but they can make the different between throwing together a scratch meal and ordering in. Will the taste of your food suffer? I can’t say that you’ll notice if you’re smart about which rules you break and how you break them. So, unless you’re gunning to be on a cooking competition show, get ready to cheat.


• Chopping is the number one task that holds up home cooks. Investing in a few affordable tools that help make the task go faster—and knowing when to use them—is well worth the money:


Great knives. If there’s one thing that a committed home cook should invest in, no matter what their level of skill, it’s a few good knives. A 12-inch chef’s knife and a paring knife are musts. From there, it depends on what you do most. Either way, avoid prepackaged sets and learn how to maintain your knives’ sharpness. You may not realize it, but the only thing your dull knives are effectively skewering is your spirit. Sharp knives are easier to handle and safer, since chopping with dull ones requires a type of movement and level of pressure that can cause accidents.


Microplane. You may already own a Microplane to zest citrus, grind nutmeg, or grate cheese. The same one that you use to zest citrus can also be used to “chop” ginger, garlic, and even onion. If you use it for ginger, keep in mind that you may want to slightly reduce the amount, since Microplaned ginger is more potent. Also, a Microplane will reduce onion or garlic to a paste. Only use this shortcut with either if it is meant to be well blended and/or cooked down, as in a sauce or batter. Otherwise, stick with a knife.


Mandoline. A mandoline is a tool that will quickly slice any fruit or vegetable to a thickness that you can adjust. It makes slicing incredibly easy, and while many are very expensive, you can easily find an affordable one on Amazon that will work just fine. Look for one that’s made of plastic (except for the blade, of course) and also highly rated. That’s how I found mine, which is very inexpensive, and I love it.


Kitchen shears. Scissors make cutting herbs, certain veggies, and even cooked foods easier. If you have small children, they will save you a ton of time cutting dinner into the appropriate bite-size pieces for little ones. Look for a pair with stainless-steel blades, or even better, removable blades for easy cleanup.


Mini chopper. If you like using a food processor to chop veggies, such as onions, carrots, and celery, but get frustrated with how much work it takes to set it up and clean, consider investing in a mini chopper that you can keep within reach. They’re popular for a reason.


Garlic press. I learned to avoid garlic presses at all cost. It was said that they break the cell wall of the garlic clove, releasing a bitter flavor. Many newfangled garlic presses are designed to cut garlic more as a knife would. If you cook with a lot of garlic but hate chopping it, put down the jarred stuff (I beg you), do a little research, and invest in one of these.


• Ever heard of a mise-en-place? It’s a spread of all the ingredients you’ll need for a recipe prepped and ready to go. Professionals always set up a mise-en-place before cooking, and so should you. I know that you think jumping into a recipe will save you time, but preparing all of your ingredients first will save you more time. Trust me. You will also yield better results, since you won’t have to scramble for ingredients at the last minute—while dinner is burning, no less.


• If your recipe calls for using two pans, but not necessarily at the same time, don’t be afraid to wipe out the first pan and immediately reuse it, no matter what the recipe says. Then, there’s just one pan to clean instead of two.


• Don’t be afraid to mix the batter for baked goods in one bowl. It’s not always possible, but for your standard everyday muffins, cakes, and cupcakes, read ahead to know the order in which you should mix everything into one bowl, to make cleaning easier.


• Don’t fuss with your food. If you’ve got a good recipe, the timing should be laid out. Messing with the food prematurely—such as lifting to see whether a chicken breast that you are trying to brown or a steak that you want to sear is cooking properly—can cause all kinds of problems that will mess with your flavor and timing.


• Cook in batches any time you can. Double the recipe whenever you make rice, quinoa, soups, stews, chili, casseroles, and pasta sauce. It doesn’t take much extra work and will give you a jump start on one or two meals in the future. Most recipes that can easily be doubled can also easily be frozen, including most rice and grains.


• Find free and in-between moments to prep ahead. I’m not talking about free moments of leisure time—relax out of the kitchen whenever possible—but, rather, those moments in the kitchen when you’re waiting for something to cook or already chopping, cooking, or prepping something. For example, I often cook pasta using my make-ahead method (page 29) while packing school lunch. I’ll cook hard-boiled eggs (page 32) while throwing together the boys’ breakfast toast and brewing my coffee. And when I make a salad one night—or am chopping veggies to go into school lunch—I’ll take an extra three minutes to chop double the amount. The extra veggies get packed up for salad another night or Cold Soba Noodle Salad (page 179) later that evening.


• Take time at some point in the week to make an all-purpose sauce that can be used in multiple ways to add quick flavor. Spinach Pesto (page 58) can be used to baste chicken legs before roasting, dress up Everyday Vinaigrette (page 124), give new life to leftover rice, couscous, or grains, and be mixed into mayo for a fancy sandwich night (or school lunch). Ginger Hoisin Sauce (page 59) can be tossed with soba noodles and quickly chopped raw veggies, served with simply grilled chicken as a dipping sauce, brushed onto broiled salmon (page 172), and thrown in a slow cooker with pork (page 165).




 






Other Kitchen Tools Particularly Great for Busy Home Cooks


While I could spend thousands of dollars on kitchen gear and have heard from my clients—even the ones who hate cooking!—that they could, too, I assure you that you don’t need to break the bank on tons of equipment to be a great home cook.


Here is a list of really useful tools for busy home cooks, with a focus on kitchen gear that helps cut down on prep time (e.g., chopping) or that speeds up frequent, tedious jobs (e.g., washing greens). If you have most of these and a basic set of cooking gear, you’ll be in good shape.


CUTTING BOARDS IN SEVERAL SIZES. I use my medium-size cutting boards most, but nothing is worse than having to clean a big board for a small task, such as chopping veggies for school lunch. I also hate managing a large roast or Thanksgiving turkey on a too-small board. So, I keep one teeny, one small, two medium-size, and one extra-large cutting board around at all times.


GOOD CHOPPING GEAR. See page 17.


SALAD SPINNER. If you prefer buying greens from your farmers’ market or just would rather buy a head of lettuce and skip the packaging in which prewashed greens come, a salad spinner is a lifesaver. Or at least a time saver.


GOOD HANDHELD STRAINER. As with the cutting boards, I find it frustrating to have to clean a big colander for a small job. Since I often do things like blanch frozen peas and make small amounts of pasta for the kids for lunch, a handheld strainer makes my life easier in addition to a full-size colander.


FISH SPATULA. This is not just a suggestion for people who cook fish a lot. Fish spatulas have a beveled edge and flexible design that make them nimbler and easier to use than regular spatulas for almost anything. I haven’t touched a thick, plastic spatula in ages.


TONGS. Tongs are great for all three of my favorite cooking moves: picking up, flipping over, and tossing about. One 9- or 12-inch pair will do.


SILICONE SPATULA AND SPOON SPATULAS. These flexible, easy-to-clean tools, which come in all different shapes and sizes, are far superior to wooden spoons. I have one silicone spatula (flat head) and three spoon spatulas (curved head; two medium-size, one small) and do nearly everything with them, from stirring to pouring, mixing to spreading.


FOOD PROCESSOR. Every kitchen that will churn out homemade food, no matter how simple, should have a full-size food processor. It doesn’t need to have crazy bells and whistles, but should be high-powered and come with several blade varieties.


A GOOD BLENDER AND/OR HAND BLENDER. I’m a big believer in high-powered blenders and think that, if you can afford one, it’s a great thing to have even if you don’t cook much. The ease with which they can make anything from baby food to soups to nut butters has made mine invaluable. That said, they are expensive. Like, really expensive. If you don’t think that splurging on one is worth it, you can make your way through with just a food processor and either a regular blender or a hand blender, depending on what you make most (e.g., hand blenders are great for soups, regular blenders are great for smoothies and drinks).


SLOW COOKER. Slow cookers have earned a reputation for being a winter kitchen tool, but I use mine all year-round. In fact, it’s great for helping to keep away from the stove in the summer heat. I love mine for stews, chilis, and pulled meat, such as Hoisin Pulled Pork (page 167), but there’s a ton more that you can do with it. Although I can’t quite call it an essential tool—it does take up a lot of room and can end up sitting if you don’t make a habit of using it—I can tell you that you’ll fall in love with yours if you make a point of cooking with it.


7¼-QUART ENAMEL-LINED DUTCH OVEN. This pot will become a go-to for everything from making soups to stews, cooking pasta, to baking bread. And, thanks to the enamel lining, it’s easy to clean, too. On the high end, these can be quite expensive. More affordable brands have started to offer enamel-lined Dutch ovens, so you should be able to find one in your price range. If not, going down one size to 5½ quarts will work, though batch cooking will be more difficult.


6-QUART SAUTÉ PAN. This pan is to sautéing what the Dutch oven is to braising and stewing. Although a good skillet is great to have, a high-sided sauté pan that’s big enough to fit a whole bunch of chicken cutlets or pork chops allows you to cook a large amount of food, with or without sauce, in one shot.


RIMMED COOKIE SHEETS. No longer are cookie sheets just for cookies. Nearly anything that goes into my oven can be thrown onto a rimmed cookie sheet. I used these for pizza (page 192), roasting vegetables, making Sweet and Salty Granola (page 78), baking cutlets, and even roasting meats. (If you want to use them to cook meat, too, consider getting a rack that fits well into one of your rimmed pans.) I like having at least one full-size sheet and two half-sheet pans, which gives me flexibility to cook small batches, double batches, and anything in between.
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