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INTRODUCTION

I learned my cooking skills on the fly and on the go. As a child, I was the go-to holiday pie maker for family parties. I wielded frying pans and managed hot ovens. I deboned my own chickens and learned just how much mustard to use in a glaze. I learned knife skills and measuring ratios. I learned to read recipes or just wing it with ingredients we had around the house.

I learned to take charge.

I learned, most of all, to be creative.

Now, as a stay-at-home dad for nearly nine years running, I’ve moved on from pies and become a master at everything from the easy weeknight meal to the lazy weekend family dinner, from the healthful after-soccer snack to the classroom party treat. But I know I was capable of cooking real dishes at, say, age 10, and I’m teaching my daughter that she can do it, too. Cooking your own meals at a young age teaches independence and responsibility and lets kids enjoy a sense of pride and accomplishment. What kid can’t use those qualities?

But it doesn’t just happen one day. It requires work and practice and help. Thankfully, I’ve had a lot of help along the way, picking up beloved casserole recipes from my mom, Teena, and inventive tips and tricks from my wife, Dana. I’ve learned the art of a good dessert from my mother-in-law, Marilyn, and how to make the absolute best barbecue from my father-in-law, Duane.

Above all, I’ve learned from my daughter, Emmeline, that working together in the kitchen can provide some of the best, most joyful memories in the world.

Cooking, for us, is indeed a whole family affair.

In Dad’s Book of Awesome Recipes, I will impart all the tips and tricks and recipes and wisdom I’ve learned over the years in the trenches of parenthood and from my entire family of top-notch chefs. You’ll find delicious egg dishes for breakfast, easy sandwiches for lunch, fun-to-make and fun-to-eat snacks made with fruits and veggies, and dinners that will have everyone asking for seconds. In all of the sections, I tried to provide a well-balanced mix of recipes to keep the intermediate or advanced chef happy (Arzak-style eggs anyone? Gnocchi?) and the beginning sous chef confident (Apple pie in a bag? Don’t mind if I do!).

In addition to all our own favorite family recipes, I’m pleased and proud to introduce you to a few other dads who provided some recipes that have become staples in their own homes.

These guys? They’re amazing. I met them through the tight-knit dad blogging community and we’ve become good friends. When I decided to write a cookbook, I knew immediately they had to be involved. You’ll be glad they are.

From Whit Honea’s astoundingly large sandwich to Jason Sperber’s mouthwatering kale potatoes, from Doyin Richards’s Boomin’ Banana Bread to Chris Routly’s perfect gnocchi, their recipes and insights into cooking with kids make this book so much better, and I am so grateful for their contributions. These are dads who have huge hearts, and amazing knife skills to boot. I’m thrilled to feature their family favorites and hope you’ll be just as delighted as I was at their creativity and talent.

Just like their families and mine, you and your tribe can experience the warm, delightful feeling of gathering in the kitchen and creating a wonderful meal together. Usually, there’s laughter, joy, a big mess, and, sometimes, a magical mistake that somehow makes things even better.

I hope that in making these recipes you, too, will find that feeling of joy together.
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TEACHING YOUR KIDS TO COOK THE AWESOME WAY

At first glance, this is a family cookbook. But look closer and it’s so much more. I promise. It’s also a conduit between you and the next generation of cooks in your family. It’s a guidebook, a map, a compass rose. Just like your kids will remember how you taught them to shoot free throws or multiply fractions, they’ll remember that you showed them the fastest way to dice an onion, how to tell if an egg is cooked, and how to bake a mean cake.

This book should be used as an opportunity for passing on those important cooking skills to the next generation, for letting kids tinker in the kitchen, unleash creative sides, and learn, along the way, important life skills that will make them not just masters of the kitchen but masters of what they put in their bodies. Let’s face it: There’s a ton of junk available out there for very little money. Teaching kids to cook and use quality, healthful ingredients keeps them not just fed but healthy as well.

Let Your Kids Take the Lead

That’s the main philosophy of this book.

In an age of bubble-wrapped childhoods and helicopter parenting, I want Dad’s Book of Awesome Recipes to provide that old-school throwback vibe when kids were given looser reins and more responsibility.

In short, if there’s any takeaway from this book, it’s this: Let the kids take the lead.

Most kids already want to emulate their parents and do the same things they do. That’s why toy companies make kid-friendly workbenches, doctor kits—and kitchens. So don’t shoo them out of the real kitchen. Instead, invite them in.

You and me? We know how to make a grilled cheese sandwich. We’re adults. We can make all manner of dishes. We can manage sizzling frying pans and hot ovens. We can handle knives and rolling pins and electric mixers.

But young chefs? They will delight in making something we consider incredibly easy. They will feel pride and joy and a happiness that will urge them on toward more complicated meals and fun times in the family kitchen. As an adult, you may think, “Fruit on a stick? That’s it?” Believe me, I get it, I do. Some of these recipes may seem ridiculously simple to adults. But again, to a beginning chef working on a first recipe, it may well be a Michelin-starred culinary adventure. You have to start somewhere, and I hope kids and adults find a few fun recipes to start that journey together. You don’t always have to go big. Sometimes you just have to go. So there are plenty of recipes in here for the littlest beginners.

If you’ve got an older child or an experienced chef, steer them toward forays into cooking the perfect steak . . . attempts at recreating simple lasagnas in individual “cup cakes” . . . and throwing together an easy, delicious side dish. (If you have an advanced chef, swap roles! You prep or wash and clean while he or she pulls everything together.)

Throughout the book, you’ll notice there are many sections where I urge you to get your little sous chefs involved. This is really more of a reminder than anything. The whole book is designed for them to take the lead, with many of my favorite family recipes tailored for small hands and beginning chefs.

A Guidebook to Creativity

When it comes to some recipes, you have to follow the instructions closely. Add baking soda and powder to the mix and you have light and fluffy pancakes. Leave those ingredients out, and you have crepes. From cakes to flapjacks to cookies to fudge, there are plenty of recipes in here that can teach kids to follow directions, to measure, to be precise. These are indeed important skills. Pass them on.

But there are also scores of recipes in here designed to let kids unleash their creative sides. You’ll notice I use lots of “pinches” of salt or “drizzles” of olive oil or “splashes” of hot sauce, rather than precise measurements. I want young chefs to learn not just how to follow a recipe but how to make it their own, how to make it sing, how to make it better.

I like to think that this book provides the canvas and paints, and they provide the unique painting.

So if there are recipes where they want to skip the salt, or maybe add an extra pinch instead, by all means, let them. If they feel the recipe for Sloppyish Joes requires more or less ketchup, it’s their call. If they think the Agua Fresca needs more sugar or, say, a squeeze of lime, again, give them the go-ahead to see what happens.

I watch a lot of cooking shows and read a lot of cookbooks, and I greatly admire the way chef Jamie Oliver implores people to let their imaginations go wild. Rough chops, pinches, drizzles, mashing, mixing—he urges people to dig in and worry less about making everything perfect and pretty and instead focus on making it delicious and easy. That’s pretty good advice and I’ve adopted it for our own family cooking adventures. I urge you to follow it as well. Get messy, use your hands, be creative. Have fun.

Kitchen Skills for Kids

This part always makes me feel like a lawyer. To be honest, the publisher makes me say this stuff. We far too often bubble-wrap childhood and don’t let kids experience danger. Knives, stoves, toasters, mixers . . . yes, they can be dangerous. But they can also be incredibly useful, and unless you plan on cooking for your kids for the rest of your life, it’s best they learn how to use them. Indeed, before you unleash your kids in the kitchen, make sure they know basic safety skills. Obviously, hot food or pans, boiling water, and sharp knives can all cause injury—and your child’s first trip to the ER is not the kind of family memory we’re trying to make. But remember that you’re trying to pass on some great life skills here and no one knows your own kids better than you. So go over these safety tips, impart any of your own, and get ready to hand over the reins if you think they’re up to it.


	
Always hang around the kitchen while they’re cooking. Remember, they’re still kids, and you need to be there if a potentially harmful situation arises. But mostly you should be there because cooking for the family is supposed to be a family event. Then again, if they’re older and kitchen pros, kick back with some coffee and the newspaper. Again, nothing replaces your own judgment.

	
Wash hands! Teach your kids that they should wash their hands with soap and water before touching food and again right after handling raw meat, chicken, or fish before they touch other things.

	
Tie back kids’ long hair and roll up long sleeves. First, you want to keep them out of the food. Second, for safety reasons you need to keep long or loose items away from things like blenders or the flame on the stove.

	
Read the entire recipe with your kids before you begin. Show them how to assemble ingredients and utensils they will need.

	
Be sure you’re starting with a clean cooking area. Otherwise, dirty dishes will be in your way, dirty counters will ruin your food, and other things on the counter or table (such as mail) may get stained or splashed.

	
Always use potholders or oven mitts to touch hot pans and dishes. You may not realize how hot something is until you’ve touched it or picked it up, so it’s always better to start out with your hands protected.

	
Don’t overfill pots and pans. This is one thing that can easily lead to a dangerous situation. If pots overflow while you are cooking, you will at best end up with a mess and at worst might get splattered or burned with hot liquids.

	
Teach your kids exactly how to use the various appliances they will need. Show them what each button and knob does, and how to turn them on and off. Keep electric appliances away from water or the sink. Keep the cords up on the counter so no one trips or steps on them by accident.

	
Teach proper knife usage. They should be holding the knife and the food in a way that minimizes potential accidents. (Chop with one hand on the handle, for instance, while your other hand is flat and atop the blade, pressing down. This helps speed up chopping, while also keeping those pesky fingers out of the way of the sharp end of the knife.) If you’re not 100 percent sure how, teach yourself then teach your kids. There are plenty of fantastic knife skills videos on YouTube nowadays and I watch them from time to time to gain new skills myself. Speaking of Jamie Oliver again . . . he has some great videos on YouTube. Watch a few and take the best tips you can get. (You’ll also find some pretty cool videos on how to slice up kitchen favorites, such as mango or pomegranates. Definitely worth a watch.)

	
Do only one job at a time. Cooking requires planning and concentration. So shut off the TV, leave the phones in the other room, and, especially in the beginning, just focus on the cooking.

	
Clean up! Set a good example by putting ingredients away when you have finished with them. Also, be sure to wipe down, unplug, and turn off all appliances when you’re done. Wipe counters clean while working. Put dirty dishes in the sink, then wash them.



These tips are important, but look, again, you know your kids better than anyone. You know if your 4-year-old is ready to wield a paring knife for slicing and dicing veggies. Or perhaps you think it’s best to wait until he’s, say, 27. Cool. Use your best judgment.

So if you think your older child is ready to make a pasta dish or cook a great steak, read the recipe together, provide a little coaching, and then step aside. If you think your beginning chef needs some lessons in knife work or other tools, work on the recipes together and make some great memories to go along with that amazing side dish.

Take Your Time

When it comes to whipping up a weekday meal on a busy evening, it’s often easier for me to just head to the kitchen and slam a few ingredients together while my daughter finishes her homework and my wife commutes home.

But when I’m cooking with Emme, I try my best to remember to take it slow. Things will usually take a little longer. If I don’t remember this, I tend to get antsy and sometimes grumpy or hangry (hungry + angry), to be honest.

But if I go in knowing we’re going to make a fun meal together and it’s going to take a bit longer than it’d take me to do it alone, there is magic in the house. It’s a warm feeling. There’s laughter and fun and bonding. I wouldn’t trade that feeling for the world.

How Much Time Will I Need?

With some of the simpler recipes in this book, you still won’t need much time. But if you’re working with a first-timer or if your advanced chef is taking on something particularly challenging, remember to be patient.

Unlike a lot of recipe books, I decided not to put a time estimate for preparation and cooking. Instead, I graded them based on “Easy,” “Medium,” or “Hard.”

Here’s why: I really didn’t want parents or beginning chefs to feel discouraged that their 10-minute side dish actually took 45 minutes. When they grow up or gain serious skills later on (something I hope this book helps with), they can whip up recipes in an estimated time frame. But for now, it’s about learning and cooking together and having fun—and there should be no time limits on that.

(Fine, fine, if you absolutely must know, I’d put most “Easy” recipes in the 10–15 minute range. But again, it depends on how much you let your child do and how advanced he is with, say, a chef’s knife. Medium recipes will probably take 20–30 minutes. Hard recipes will obviously take the longest, 30 minutes or more . . . at least in the beginning. Take the DIY Arzak-ish Eggs, for instance. It took me a half hour when I first tried it. Now, it usually takes 10 minutes, tops. There’s still a lot of skill and perfect timing involved, but as they say, practice makes perfect.)

Trust Me: It’s Worth the Wait

There’s a terrific benefit to taking your time and going slow and letting kids really get their hands dirty: They learn to do it themselves. When Emme first started helping out with recipes, it took a long, long time for her to measure out amounts of flour or salt or milk. There were mistakes and remeasurements.

Now, I can just plop a recipe in front of her, and she gathers all the ingredients and measures everything out just perfectly. This comes from giving her the freedom to practice from an early age, from teaching skills and letting her run with them. Yes, it takes time. But it will happen.

The teamwork and kitchen camaraderie is a true joy in my life and working in the kitchen as a family is one of the things I’m most grateful for.

I hope, above all else, that cooking the recipes in this book gives you that feeling too.
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BREAKFAST

When it comes to breakfast, I’m torn. On weekend days, I enjoy the long, luxurious diner experience: the flapjacks and bacon, the hot coffee and scrambled eggs. On busy weekday mornings, sometimes stuffing my face with a bowl of oatmeal is the best I can do.

In this section, you’re going to find recipes for both types of mornings. Together with your mini chef, you’re going to create the most delicious, buttery Dutch Baby you’ve ever had for that lazy weekend morning. But you’re also going to toss together simple eggs and toast dishes for crazy schoolday mornings.

In the end, breakfast is far, far too important to get out of a box 365 days a year. With these recipes at your disposal, you and your chef are going to make light work of any breakfast dish—whether you’re hurriedly trying to get out the door or just hanging around for too long in your PJs.


Fruit and Mint Skewers

DIFFICULTY: Easy  • MAKES: 6 skewers

I’m not a big fan of hiding good, healthy food behind something else. Instead, I like to prepare the good, healthy food in fun, flavorful ways and then present it over and over again as part of a balanced meal. Sometimes the kid eats it; sometimes not. But it’s there and it’s delicious and that’s just how I roll. Fruit and Mint Skewers are an awesome, easy way to get kids excited about healthy food. They’re fun to eat, taste great, and are simple enough for kids to whip up by themselves in a flash. Yes, threading fruit on a stick is easy for you and me. But kids always enjoy a sense of accomplishment after doing this, and the fun of eating stuff off skewers will have them stuffing their faces with healthy food in no time.

Here’s what you need:

TOOLS


	Knife, cutting board, bowl, toothpicks or longer skewers



INGREDIENTS


	Fruit of choice (cantaloupe, mango, orange, and honeydew go well with mint, but use what you have)

	Small bunch of fresh mint



Here’s what you do:


	I’m going to use cantaloupe. You can use anything you have or like, but I like cantaloupe and this is my book, so there. Slice the cantaloupe into bite-sized squares. They don’t have to be perfect. Let your sous chef do this part if she’s ready. Add the fruit to a bowl.

	Group and wash a whole mess of mint and give it a rough chop. Again, don’t worry about making perfect, uniform pieces. Let the kids take the lead if they’re up for it.

	Add the mint to the bowl and stir.

	Now slide the fruit onto your toothpicks or skewers until you have 4 or 5 chunks on each skewer, or however many you prefer.




Blender Juice

DIFFICULTY: Easy  • MAKES: 2 tall glasses

A delicious, healthy drink . . . what’s not to love? This is a go-to favorite for getting a side of fruit into breakfast with very, very little (if any) added sugar. In fact, I just add a pinch to give the appearance of sweetness, but depending on the ripeness of the fruit you’re using, you might just skip it. This recipe is sort of like an agua fresca but with less sugar, so use any fruit you have or particularly like. This one uses mango, our favorite.

Here’s what you need:

TOOLS


	Knife, cutting board, blender, glasses



INGREDIENTS


	1 large mango

	Approximately 1 cup water

	1 pinch sugar (optional)

	1 sprig mint or basil (optional)

	Some ice



Here’s what you do:


	Slice and dice your mango. Now, there are special ways to cut a mango (hedgehog style, for instance). But you’re going to throw everything into the blender anyway and grind it all up, so don’t worry how your sous chef decides to cut it. Just help her cut the long pit out of the middle and then she can make chunks.

	Add chunks to blender with your water, starting with about 1⁄2 cup water and adding more if needed. Add a pinch of sugar or mint if you like or if you think the mango needs it.

	Blend into oblivion—about 30 to 45 seconds.

	Pour into large glass. You can spoon off the foam if you like, or just let it settle. Add some ice to cool everything down. Yum. Mmmm. Gulp.




Simple Fried Egg

DIFFICULTY: Easy-medium  • MAKES: 1 ridiculously good fried egg

A good fried egg is warm, salty, yolky, and hits that umami spot in the secret pleasure zones of your mouth. But the best part is just how easy it is for anyone to make. You’re cracking an egg into a hot pan and then performing a tiny touch of magic to get it just right. Add some toast or, even better, buttered toast sticks, and your little sous chef is going to have a great breakfast meal she can do all on her own in no time at all.

Here’s what you need:

TOOLS


	Stove, frying pan, lid to cover pan, spatula, spoon



INGREDIENTS


	1 tablespoon butter

	1 egg

	1 teaspoon water

	Pinches of salt and pepper to taste, (optional)

	Buttered toast sticks, (optional)



Here’s what you do:


	Preheat your pan on the stove at medium heat while you assemble your ingredients.

	Add butter to pan and use spatula to coat all areas. Your mouth should be watering at this point.

	Crack your egg into the pan so that the yolk remains intact.

	Now here’s the fun part: Add a spoonful of water around the egg and then put the lid on so that it covers the pan. Here’s what happens: The pan fries the egg just so on the bottom, but the water turns to steam and cooks the top of the egg so much better than doing it lidless. No need to attempt a messy flip.

	After a minute, lift the lid and check it out. If the egg white appears runny, cook a little longer. If it looks firm and just moist, it’s ready. Of course, taste is all up to your chef. If she likes a well-done yolk, keep cooking. But a good minute or so should give you a firmish egg white with a warm yolk that will ooze when poked.

	If you think it’s ready, gently and confidently slide your spatula underneath the whole egg. You don’t have to do it in one fell swoop. Push in a little at a time, pulling the spatula back and forth until it’s all the way under the egg. Don’t stress if the yolk breaks or the egg falls apart. It takes a bit to get it right, but that’s where practice comes into play. Have fun and enjoy the accomplishment of making family food together.

	Plate your egg and sprinkle with salt and pepper if you like. My daughter loves to dip buttered toast sticks into the yolk, but let your own child call the shots.





[image: ] DAD TIP

If your children need practice cracking eggs over something less stressful than a hot stove, try cracking the egg into a bowl first. That way, you can remove any shells that might accidentally slip in. Then slowly slide the egg from the bowl into the frying pan.
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Soft-Boiled Egg and Toast Soldiers

DIFFICULTY: Medium  • MAKES: 1 egg and 1 slice of toast

We’re a family in love with eggs. And soft-boiling them is probably one of our favorite ways to showcase all the magic you can do with them. After a quick bath and a little top-chopping, these guys become creamy and dense and just short of heavenly. Dip in a few slender, salty toast sticks, and you’ve got a fun, nutritious, and mind-blowing breakfast that really doesn’t take that long or require much more than a pot of water and a toaster.

Here’s what you need:

TOOLS


	Stove, pot, big spoon, toaster, clean dishtowel, knife



INGREDIENTS


	1 egg

	1 slice bread

	1 tablespoon butter

	Salt and pepper to taste



Here’s what you do:


	Add water to your pot. You probably don’t need a ton of water, because, come on, eggs are small. Just use enough water to cover the egg by an inch or so and bring to a boil.

	Once the water is boiling, spoon in your egg. I say spoon in, because you don’t want to just throw a raw egg into a metal pot. It could crack. Not good. So place an egg on a spoon and gently lower it into the water until the egg hits the bottom. If your sous chef has confident hands, let her do it.
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		Wacky Cake


		Bacon Chip Cookies


		Rainbow Cupcakes


		Edible Fingerpaint


		Anything Crumble


		The Rocky Fudge Road


		Boomin’ Banana Bread
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