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Preface

For more than a decade, I’ve been blogging recipes and sharing fun foodie finds. During this process, I realized that the recipes I am most attached to are those inspired by something personal to me, be it a family recipe from my childhood, a historical snack highlighted in a period drama I’ve watched, or a really great meal consumed on one of our family trips. Using my experiences and interests to create, photograph, and share recipes has become my way of expressing my excitement for them.

I have been fortunate to live my entire life in East Tennessee, so Dollywood has been a sanctuary for my family, and we visit as often as we can. We know the park layout by heart, and my kids thrive on putting together a specific itinerary for riding our favorite rides and indulging in our favorite foods. When I was given the opportunity to create a collection of recipes re-creating iconic dishes served on Dollywood properties, I could not have been more passionate about the project. After lots of squealing and happy-dancing after receiving the news, of course I had to start planning extra trips to Dollywood for research…and for fun! My kitchen and office became littered with early drafts of recipes, and my fridge and freezer were overflowing with the results of endless trials. It was a labor of love, and I’m so grateful to be able to share this special collection with you.

My hope is that when you try these recipes at home, they will not only fill your belly with some amazing food; they will also fill your heart with memories of your trips to Dollywood—or get you excited about visiting for the first time. Indulge in a Lumber Jack Pizza and hear the deafening whistle of the Dollywood Express. Bite into a Butterfly Pretzel and feel the wind on your face from the Wild Eagle roller coaster. Each time you choose a recipe from this book and gather your ingredients, the spirit of Dollywood will be manifested right inside of your home.
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Introduction

Nestled in the foothills of the Great Smoky Mountains of East Tennessee—just behind the lively parkway of Pigeon Forge—is a special theme park where the griddles are hot and the vittles are hearty. Inside the gates of Dollywood, life moves more slowly, enveloping you in a warm hug of Southern hospitality and down-home cookin’.

In The Unofficial Dollywood Cookbook, you’ll become acquainted with all things edible in Dollywood and its sister attractions. In Part 1, you’ll be given a brief history, a tour of the food options in nine sections of the main park, notable choices at Dolly’s nearby venues, and an overview of the specialized menus available during Dollywood’s ever-rotating schedule of themed festivals throughout the year. Next, you’ll learn some invaluable tips to assist you while working in the kitchen, as well as gain an overview of recommended tools and equipment.

Part 2 is where the fun really kicks off, presenting one hundred delicious recipes evocative of the culinary offerings at Dollywood’s flagship theme park and beyond. This collection includes everything you need to create a special snack, sweet treat, or full-blown Southern meal. These nostalgic delights are presented with user-friendly techniques and step-by-step instructions so you can re-create the soul-stirring essence of the park anytime, right in your own kitchen. There’s something for every occasion, including:


	
Southern comfort meals and sides, like Dolly’s favorite Meatloaf Stackers, Granny Ogle’s Pinto Beans, perfect BBQ Pork Sandwiches, and, of course, Southern Buttermilk Biscuits.

	
Tasty grab-and-go snacks, like Canadian-born BeaverTails pastries, Homemade Pork Rinds, and Nashville Hot Chicken Sliders.

	
Dollywood’s iconic treats, such as the famous Grist Mill Cinnamon Bread, 25-Pound Apple Pie, and Red Velvet Funnel Cakes.

	
Inspired signature cocktails, slushies, teas, and more, like the Honey Sage Lemon Drop, Frozen Strawberry Lemonade, and Dolly’s must-have Sweet Tea.



Dollywood’s official motto is “Love Every Moment,” and it’s guaranteed that you’ll do just that as you pull on your boots, crank up some bluegrass, and make something tasty. Have fun!
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Dollywood has come a looong way from its inception in 1986, when it started as a singular theme park less than half the size it is now. The attraction has grown to an empire consisting of several properties operating under the Dollywood umbrella. But there is one thing that has remained consistent from the start: the dedication to making and serving fantastic food reminiscent of the cherished memories Dolly Parton has growing up with her large family in East Tennessee.

In this part, you’ll explore a brief history of Dollywood, from how it started to how it has blossomed into the successful park it is today. Then you’ll delve into the themed areas in the main park and the yummy food options available in each, from the restaurants that have been pillars of Dollywood since day one to the newer options and more creative cuisine enjoyed during seasonal festivals. Next, you’ll take a look at the eats and treats you can find at Dollywood’s neighboring attractions, because the foodie fun doesn’t stop outside the walls of the original property. After all of that, you’ll probably be dying to try some of this goodness for yourself, but before you skip ahead and dig into the recipes, make sure to read through Chapter 2 for some invaluable tips and recommended equipment to set you up for success in the kitchen.
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CHAPTER ONE Very Culinary: An Overview of Dollywood Food


Dollywood is an authority on Smoky Mountain food, and it takes quite the army to make the delicious victuals sold every single day between March and January. In an average season, Dollywood produces a mind-blowing 212,250 loaves of cinnamon bread, 48,000 pounds of pork rinds, 614,000 pounds of popcorn, over 160,000 hot dogs and corn dogs, more than 170,000 pizzas, and over 87,000 funnel cakes! That’s a lot of ingredients, a big ol’ labor of love, and just a very small portion of what is available in the park. This chapter will explore each area of the park in detail, from the theme and attractions of that location to the dishes and sips on the menus. You’ll also discover the themes, rides, and tasty offerings in the outlying Dollywood properties, including the water park, dinner show attraction, and Dolly’s four-star resort.
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Dollywood

As of 2022, Dollywood is a sprawling 150-acre amusement park that hosts nearly three million guests every season. Heart-stopping rides, top-notch performances, stunning landscapes, and, of course, heaps of mouthwatering food and drinks make it quite the family retreat. But before the success of the park as it is known today, Dollywood came from humble beginnings (just like Dolly herself), existing as three attractions before Dolly Parton ever came on board.

In 1961, the park opened as Rebel Railroad, designed around the coal-fired steam engine now known as the Dollywood Express. Rebel Railroad had a general store, a blacksmith, and an old-fashioned saloon. In 1970, the park saw big changes when it was purchased by Art Modell, the owner of the Cleveland Browns. Modell changed the park to a Wild West theme and added mock robberies to the train ride, a log flume ride, and the Robert F. Thomas Chapel that is still standing today. Then, in 1976, brothers Jack and Pete Herschend purchased the park and changed its name to Silver Dollar City. A goal of the remodeled park was to show off the craftsmanship of local leather smiths, blacksmiths, wood-carvers, and soap makers. It was during this time that the grist mill—the first of its kind in Tennessee in over one hundred years—was built. (This mill would later became the production center of Dollywood’s famous cinnamon bread, the most popular treat sold at the park today.)

Silver Dollar City saw more success than the two previous versions of the park, and in the early 1980s, the Herschend brothers reached out to Dolly Parton and suggested a partnership. On May 3, 1986, the brand-new park opened under the Dollywood name and welcomed 1.3 million people in its first season—more than double the number of visitors that Silver Dollar City saw the year before.

Though the reborn Dollywood opened with a number of food establishments, including the current Granny Ogle’s Ham ’n’ Beans and an earlier version of Aunt Granny’s Restaurant—Aunt Granny’s Dixie Fixin’s—the new park underestimated the popularity it would see, and, as a result, one of Dollywood’s earliest food-themed stories was born. The charming story surrounds something that can commonly be found in a school lunch box: a bologna sandwich! Since the park was inundated with so many guests, the food lines grew to outrageous wait times—two hours or more—prompting the staff to start making bologna sandwiches to hand out to the guests to keep them fed. Needless to say, park managers got to work in the off-season, adding several new restaurants and other amenities before the gates opened again the next year.

Today, Dollywood is an indomitable force of food, consisting of long-established theme park snacks, blue-ribbon Southern cuisine, and creative seasonal and international fare. The modern-day park consists of eleven themed areas, nine of which house the sundry food operations that make Dollywood a culinary mecca. Let’s explore them!

Rivertown Junction

When the park opened under its current name in 1986, Rivertown Junction was one of the original areas that survived the many upgrades over the years. There, you can tour the replica of Dolly Parton’s childhood mountain home, marvel at the distinctive Harvey Water Clock, do some home decor shopping, and feed the fish and ducks while strolling around and enjoying the water and fountains. If you don’t mind getting wet, you can experience the thrill of the Smoky Mountain River Rampage for an exciting white water rafting adventure.

It is impossible to miss the Market Square BIG SKILLET® pavilion as you cross into Rivertown Junction. If it isn’t the aroma of sizzling steak, sausage, peppers, and onions that grabs your attention, it’s the sight of the absolutely massive trademarked skillets used to cook everything up. The menu here is constantly updated with new options celebrating the current festival. Rivertown Junction is also where you can find some of the more classic theme park snacks like salty-sweet kettle corn popped right in front of you at Country Cookers or a deep-fried funnel cake at Crossroads Funnel Cakes topped with syrups, candy, fresh fruit, whipped cream, and more. When lunchtime rolls around, indulge in a footlong corn dog from Dogs N Taters, served with Dollywood’s signature seasoned Tater Twirls. If you’re ready to sit down to a full spread, bring your appetite to Aunt Granny’s Restaurant. The establishment serves an unmatched selection of entrées like fried chicken and catfish; sides including macaroni and cheese, mashed potatoes, and hot biscuits; and tantalizing desserts like fruit cobbler and key lime pie.

The Village

The star attraction of The Village, which opened in 1986, is the Dollywood Express Train Depot, where guests can board an authentic 110-ton steam engine and embark on a twenty-minute, 5-mile ride through the park and surrounding foothills. Two locomotives—nicknamed Klondike Katie (built in 1943) and Cinderella (built in 1938)—are rotated in and out of operation. Other attractions include retail shopping, performance venues, and Dollywood’s beautiful Village Carousel featuring sixty painted animals, including one lead horse with a long blonde mane that is known, of course, as “Dolly.”

Iron Horse Pizza—formerly Victoria’s Pizza—is the main restaurant in The Village. The shop serves flatbread pizzas, fresh salad, and other snacks. The covered patio is an ideal place to relax and watch the train come and go. If you’re just cruising through, PaPaw’s Roadside Market provides packaged snacks, cotton candy, and ice cream for some fast nibbles.


Craftsman’s Valley

Demonstrations by local craftspeople were a major theme of the former Silver Dollar City park, and that spirit stayed alive with the opening of Craftsman’s Valley in 1986. Here, you are treated to talented artists, wood-carvers, blacksmiths, leather smiths, and candlemakers crafting their wares (which can be purchased in the nearby shops). This area houses some of Dollywood’s top thrill rides and attractions like Blazing Fury, Daredevil Falls, and the hair-blowing Tennessee Tornado roller coaster. If you’re looking for a stage performance that doesn’t involve singing and dancing, the Wings of America Birds of Prey show offers an up-close look at the impressive avian creatures that call Dollywood their sanctuary and home.

The shining star of Craftsman’s Valley food is the warm cinnamon bread available from the Grist Mill, the bestselling treat in all of Dollywood that is considered to be the number one “must eat” item in the park. If smoked meats are more your jam, you’re in luck, since there are various options for chowing down on hot pit ham, turkey legs with meat that falls off the bone, and award-winning pulled pork barbecue sandwiches. You can also find just about any side dish that’s ever graced a Southern mama’s Sunday supper table. Sit-down restaurants include Granny Ogle’s Ham ’n’ Beans and Miss Lillian’s Smokehouse, while there are more casual options with outdoor seating like Hickory House BBQ and Miss Lillian’s BBQ Corner. Crunch into some cracklin’ hot pork rinds made on the spot at the aptly named Pork Rinds stand, or pick up some quick snacks to stash in your bag at Mr. Jerry’s Sit-N-Sip Refreshments.


Showstreet

The Showstreet area of Dollywood opened in 1992. The main entrance to the park was moved there from Rivertown Junction, making Showstreet the first place that guests see when they enter the park, laying their eyes on the beautiful facade of the Showstreet Palace Theater. Dolly’s inspiration for Showstreet came from her love of all of the glitz and glamour of the showbiz industry.

Showstreet is home to Front Porch Café, a full-service restaurant that offers some of Dolly’s favorite Southern meals and notable desserts in a comforting down-home atmosphere. Spotlight Bakery also calls Showstreet home and is where you can find Dollywood’s famous 25-Pound Apple Pie, as well as an impressive display case full of freshly baked pastries, muffins, and cookies. If that’s not enough to satisfy your sweet tooth, stop by the Sweet Shoppe Candy Kitchen for a variety of homemade candies such as taffy, fudge, truffles, and candy apples. Or take home a jar of the Smokies with a locally made product from the Southern Pantry, a specialty grocer where you can pick up packaged kitchen ingredients like jams and jellies, dressings, mixes, and canned produce. To beat the heat, Showstreet Ice Cream blends and scoops everything from old-fashioned soda floats and milkshakes to hand-dipped ice cream and waffle bowl sundaes. For snacks on the go, the walk-up stands—Showstreet Snacks and Showstreet Frozen Lemonade—sell some of the park’s classic treats, like Buttered Popcorn, Butterfly Pretzels, and Cinnamon-Glazed Nuts.


Country Fair

Walking through Dollywood’s Country Fair is like time traveling to an old-timey carnival complete with classic games and timeless rides. When the area first opened in 1993, it even had a Ferris wheel that has since been removed. Now Country Fair is full of fun rides like the Amazing Flying Elephants, Lemon Twist, the Scrambler, and more. There are plenty of thrills for the grown-ups and older kids as well as adorable kiddie rides for the park’s youngest visitors.

No carnival trip is complete without some nibbles, and the focal point of the culinary offerings in Country Fair is Grandstand Café. Here you can find Frannie’s Famous Fried Chicken Sandwiches and other fair favorites like chicken tenders, hot dogs, seasoned fries, and nachos. Ready for a brain freeze? Grab a cone swirled high with soft serve ice cream from Blue Ribbon Cones. For more casual snacking, pick up a soft drink and some pillowy cotton candy from the open-air Midway Market stand.

Jukebox Junction

Jukebox Junction opened its streets in 1995 and is a nostalgic place themed after 1950s Sevierville, Tennessee. The area has an entirely different feel from the surrounding sections of the park and is punctuated by painted streets, old-fashioned vehicles, and vintage storefronts. Here, you can drive miniature versions of classic cars on one of the area’s most popular rides—Rockin’ Roadway—while music from the fifties blasts through the speakers. If it’s an adrenalin rush you’re after, head to the Lightning Rod, a hybrid wood and steel roller coaster themed after a 1950s hot rod and featuring a stomach-flipping 165-foot drop and a top speed of 73 mph. For something a little more low-key, take in a show at the Pines Theater or do some shopping at the Hi-Octane souvenir shop.

When you’re ready to nosh, set your sights on the shiny red and silver building of Red’s Drive-In, a classic diner modeled after the former Red’s Café in downtown Sevierville. Dolly reportedly had her very first hamburger at Red’s following a dentist appointment as a child. Dollywood’s reimagined diner serves retro classics like burgers, fries, and an ever-changing selection of thick and creamy milkshakes. With quick service and ample outdoor and indoor seating, Red’s is an easy place to stop for lunch in a fun setting during a visit to the park.

Adventures in Imagination

Learn all about Dolly Parton’s personal history and her rise to fame by moseying over to Adventures in Imagination. This $10 million expansion opened in 2002 and is home to the Chasing Rainbows museum, which is an immersive experience detailing Dolly’s life and professional career through a collection of stories and memorabilia. Out in front of the museum you can step inside Dolly’s retired tour bus to get a glimpse of what life on the road was like for the country music star. Catch a show at the Dreamsong Theater and wrap up your visit with some shopping in Dolly’s Closet.

Timber Canyon

The rustic decor and wooded landscape of Timber Canyon—unveiled in 2006—illustrate Dollywood’s nod to the logging communities of the Smoky Mountains. The theme is carried through the attractions themselves, like the monstrous Thunderhead roller coaster—a wooden structure set between the hills that features a harrowing 100-foot drop. You can also take an expedition through an abandoned coal mine on the Mystery Mine steel coaster that’ll send you into darkness along the 1,811-foot track. The Canyon is known by seasoned visitors as a pleasant, tree-covered “secret path” accessible directly from the main entrance for those who want to skip the busier Showstreet area after entering the park.

Lumber Jack’s Pizza is the primary food joint in Timber Canyon, and what better way to fuel a marathon of riding roller coasters than with pizza? The quick-service counter serves up personal pan pizzas with popular toppings like pepperoni and cheese and rotates through more creatively topped pizzas depending on the current season.

Wilderness Pass

Tucked away in the far north corner of the park, Wilderness Pass opened in 2008. The area has two nationally recognized roller coasters: Wild Eagle and FireChaser Express. FireChaser is unique in that it propels riders forward and backward, making it the country’s first dual-launch coaster. Wild Eagle—identified by the imposing statue of a bald eagle at its entrance—is the longest roller coaster in the park. It is also the nation’s first wing-style coaster (appropriate, isn’t it?) that has the car situated beside the track rather than above or below it. If you have the kiddos in tow, don’t worry, because Wilderness Pass also has giant building block and water play areas to keep them busy while the grown folks fulfill their need for speed. On your way through, make sure to take in the beautiful Plaza at Wilderness Pass, an outdoor entertainment venue where you can gawk at a 50-foot animated Christmas tree during the Smoky Mountain Christmas festival or a 40-foot-tall pile of larger-than-life jack-o’-lanterns that light up the night during the Harvest Festival.

The bulk of the options for nibbles in Wilderness Pass are snack stands such as Splinter’s Funnel Cakes, SkyView Snacks, and The Dog House. A 2021 update to the area brought in local business from outside the gates with the addition of a food truck park. The food trucks operate on a rotating schedule that can be found online or on Dollywood’s mobile app. Guests can try scratch-made local doughnuts, authentic gyros and other Greek fare, tacos, and meatball subs.


Owens Farm

Tucked away in its own little corner of the park, Owens Farm opened to the public in 2011. The charming little area is named for Dolly’s mother’s family as well as the vice president of marketing and public relations at Dollywood, Pete Owens. Visitors can’t miss the classic red barn that serves as the entrance to Owens Farm’s main attraction: Barnstormer. The ride is designed to mimic a flight on a post-World War I aircraft when pilots bought surplus airplanes and charged people a quarter in exchange for a ride. The farm also offers two play areas for Dollywood’s youngest guests: Granny’s Garden and Lil’ Pilots Playground. The play areas offer structures of low height and smooth materials that are perfect for little ones to enjoy.

Wildwood Grove

The year 2019 saw the opening of the largest expansion in Dollywood history: Wildwood Grove. The $37 million project brought with it new attractions, rides both gravity-defying and gentle, a restaurant, food stands, and a 4,000-square-foot indoor play area for children. Wildwood Grove’s theme is the most fantastical of any other area in the park and was inspired by Dolly Parton’s childhood daydreams, evident by the towering mythical Wildwood Tree that comes to life with 650 multicolored butterflies that light up among the tree’s 9,000 leaves.

Wildwood Grove also injected some brand-new cuisine into the park’s already impressive repertoire with the introduction of Till & Harvest, a counter service eatery with covered patio seating that puts a Southern sparkle onto Mexican cuisine. Create your meal with customizable entrées like burritos, bowls, and salads piled high with your choice of meats, cheeses, and classic Mexican toppings like fresh salsa, onions, and sour cream. Adjacent to the restaurant is Sweets and Treats, a quick-grab stand offering small bites like maple-flavored popcorn chicken and tater tots or sweet delights like Benjamin Bear’s Brownies and churro sundaes.

Festivals

Throughout the year, Dollywood hosts some of the biggest festivals in the region. The seasonal celebrations are marked by overhauling the park with awe-inspiring decor and new live entertainment, and expanding existing menus with interesting dishes featuring new flavors and unique regional and international dishes well beyond Dollywood’s well-established reputation for expert Southern cuisine. Starting at the beginning in springtime and rotating through until winter, the festivals as of the 2022 season are Dollywood’s Flower & Food Festival, Smoky Mountain Summer Celebration, Harvest Festival, and Smoky Mountain Christmas. You can visit Dollywood’s website or mobile app to stay in the know about the most up-to-date festival schedule.

Dolly Parton’s Stampede

Dolly’s unique dinner show opened in 1987 under the name of Dixie Stampede. The name was changed to Dolly Parton’s Stampede in 2018. The 35,000-square-foot arena puts on a spellbinding show featuring horse riding and special effects while guests dine on an elaborate four-course feast. The dinner starts with Stampede’s famous Creamy Vegetable Soup with a hot buttermilk biscuit for dunking. Next, a plate piled high with a whole rotisserie chicken, smoked pork loin, fire-roasted vegetables with rice and quinoa, corn on the cob, and a seasoned half-potato is served. For dessert, a warm and flaky apple turnover finishes off the evening. The feast is designed to be eaten without silverware—even the soup is sipped from a bowl with a handle—though cutlery is provided on request.

Dollywood’s Splash Country

Dollywood grew by one more full-blown park in 2001 when Splash Country opened its doors. The 35-acre water park has something for both thrill-seekers and pool loungers. You can spend a chill afternoon at the lagoon-style Cascades pool, float down the 1,500-foot lazy river on the Downbound Float Trip, or fly down the 280-foot high-speed slides of Fire Tower Falls. Dollywood’s sister park doesn’t slouch in the food department either and has plenty of available poolside eats. Warm lunch items like hot dogs and burgers with loaded fries, burrito bowls, pizza, chicken tenders, and Nashville Hot Chicken Sliders are on offer as well as cooler items for hot days like fresh salads, sandwiches, and fruit cups. Satisfy a sweet craving at Berries N Cream and enjoy hand-dipped or soft serve ice cream cones and ice cream sandwiches, or try their namesake, Berries ’n Cream—a layered dessert of soft serve ice cream and chilled fruit compote. Splash Country’s most unique offering comes straight from Canada—BeaverTails—a deep-fried whole-wheat pastry finished with a plethora of sweet toppings.


Dollywood’s DreamMore Resort & Spa

Opening on July 27, 2015, DreamMore Resort & Spa continued Dolly’s lifelong passion for resonant storytelling and the importance of family fellowship with its aim to be a welcoming mountain retreat that upholds the same standard of warm and fuzzy treatment as any of Dolly’s endeavors. Dining options at the resort are rooted by Song & Hearth: A Southern Eatery, which serves family-style and buffet breakfast, Sunday brunch, and dinner in a homey sit-down restaurant. The meals include favorites like Dolly’s Stone Soup, shrimp and grits, and dry-rubbed pork ribs. The impressive dessert buffet features a literal doughnut wall: a wooden board with old-fashioned doughnuts hanging from pegs, waiting to be plucked off and consumed. While Dollywood itself is a dry park, you can celebrate at the resort with a libation from the restaurant’s innovative list of cocktails.

Next Steps

Now that you’re an expert on all of the bites and gulps of Dollywood, you’re probably itching to plan a trip to East Tennessee to try some of this stuff for yourself. But lucky you, you’ll get to re-create some of the exemplary dishes in Dollywood’s line-up without packing a suitcase. Keep reading to arm yourself with the knowledge needed to approach the recipes in this book with confidence. It’s almost time for the dinner bell!
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CHAPTER TWO Helpful Tips for the Southern Cook


You’re one step closer to Dollywood-flavored deliciousness! But first, let’s make sure that you’re equipped with all the information and tools you’ll need for success in your tasty pursuits. In the pages ahead, you’ll learn some essential cooking and baking tips as well as possible pitfalls and how to avoid them. You’ll also find a guide to the tools and equipment that are used in the recipes in this book. By the end of this chapter, you’ll be ready to stock up on ingredients, grab your mixing bowls, and churn out some amazing Dollywood creations!
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Essential Cooking and Baking Tips

The following are helpful tips for avoiding common issues that can arise in the kitchen.

Read the Recipe

Before diving into a recipe, make sure to read it from top to bottom. Gather all the needed equipment, check that you have all the required ingredients, and ensure that you understand each step of the instructions. Take note of how long you anticipate the entire recipe to take, including prep, so that you can manage your time efficiently and have everything ready to go when you need to serve your dish. Sometimes it is helpful to do all the prep work at once, like washing and chopping vegetables and premeasuring ingredients, so that you don’t get distracted by rummaging around in your pantry or refrigerator.

Don’t Walk Away

Don’t stray too far from the kitchen when you’re smack-dab in the middle of a recipe, especially if it’s the first time you’re making a dish. Vegetables burn, batter gets overmixed, chicken dries out, or a number of other unsavory mishaps occur when you let your attention drift. In baseball, they say to keep your eye on the ball, and the same advice applies here: Keep your eye on the stove!

Measure Flour Correctly

Baking is an exact science, so measuring ingredients properly is crucial. When measuring flour, never dip the measuring cup directly into the bin. Doing so will pack the flour into the cup, you’ll end up with more than you need for the recipe, and your baked goods will be dry or crumbly. Measure flour by spooning it into the measuring cup until it is slightly mounded above the rim, then use a butter knife or similar straight edge to level off the top. You can apply this technique when measuring most dry ingredients except for those that are to be measured “packed,” like brown sugar.

Be Gentle

Once flour is added to a recipe, working or mixing the dough encourages gluten development. While this is a good thing when making yeasted bread dough for Grist Mill Cinnamon Bread or Butterfly Pretzels, overmixing or overworking the dough is detrimental to more fragile baked goods like Southern Buttermilk Biscuits or Blueberry Muffins. If you are creating a pastry that incorporates cold butter into the dough, working it too much will soften the butter, and the result won’t be as tender or flaky as it should be.

Taste and Adjust

Dried and ground herbs and spices vary in potency depending on the brand and how long they’ve been sitting on a pantry shelf. While specific amounts for seasonings are given for every recipe, you should also taste your creations at various points during the cooking process to determine if additional flavor is needed. Add extra seasonings in very small amounts—a tiny pinch at a time—and taste after each addition until deliciously perfect. Just remember to play it safe and never taste raw meat, eggs, or other ingredients that are not meant to be consumed uncooked.


Use Quality Ingredients

The quality of any of the ingredients you use in a recipe makes a major difference in how the final dish tastes. Choose fruits that are ripe and juicy, vegetables that were harvested at peak time, and high-quality herbs and spices that are not expired. Speaking of expired, don’t forget to check the expiration date of leavening agents like baking soda, baking powder, and yeast, as using expired versions of any of those can really flatten (literally) your baking attempts.

Know Your Oven

Not all ovens are created equal! An oven that runs hotter or cooler than the temperature it is set to will wreak havoc on your baked recipes. Think cookies and cakes that are burnt on the outside and still raw on the inside or oven-fried chicken that just won’t crisp up. Use an oven thermometer to calibrate your appliance and make sure it is heating to the proper temperature. Also be aware of any “hot spots” and rotate pans regularly to ensure even baking.

Adjust Cook and Bake Times

The cook and bake times given in these recipes are close guidelines, but they are not set in stone. To allow for differences in home appliances, always use your instincts when following the instructions. Is your ground beef still a bit pink at the end of the recommended time? Cook it an extra few minutes. Is your soup or sauce not thickening up? Dressing not set in the center? Be patient, it’ll get there. Always keep an eye on things and don’t be afraid to pull things off the heat sooner or later than the exact time that the recipe states.
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