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  INTRODUCTION

  As a couple of career gals on the go, we know it’s tough to make time for home-cooked meals. We’d never even attempt to cook if we didn’t have an arsenal of time-tested recipes and tools at our disposal to help streamline time in the kitchen. And that’s why we wrote The Kitchen Decoded—to simplify cooking by breaking down the best tools for each task, and to provide delicious recipes that are easy to execute and quick to make.

  Many people register for and purchase expensive kitchen equipment because the idea of cooking is exciting. But more often than not, the appliance ends up sitting in a cupboard, collecting dust because nobody knows how the heck to use it. The Kitchen Decoded takes the fear out of cooking and breaks down kitchen essentials. The chapters are organized by our favorite, tried-and-true cooking tools. A variety of manufacturers make excellent cooking equipment, but we wanted to speak from experience and give you the lowdown on the tools we use and why we chose them. The ins and outs of our featured tools are outlined in each chapter, but you do not have to own everything we recommend nor do you have to be a professional chef to make great food.

  We asked a few friends to submit their favorite recipes using our book’s featured tools to illustrate the many ways everyday people use the kitchen. Keep an eye out for “guest chef” recipes peppered throughout the book. We hope that you’ll be inspired to put some of our tricks, tools, and recipes to work and that the outcome will be tons of yummy meals. And if you have a favorite recipe using a gadget from our book, we’d love to hear about it. Send us a message at kitchendecoded@gmail.com.

  —Logan and Hilary


  ABOUT US

  Logan Levant began her career as a busy PR executive in the entertainment industry. Due to the long hours and high-pressure environment, she made a habit of stopping by her favorite neighborhood bakery for daily lemon-bar therapy. When the bakery owner decided to retire and take her lemon bar recipe with her, Logan had to act fast. With a passion for cooking and baking but no formal culinary training, Logan took over the bakery and set about learning everything from scratch. Armed with essential cooking tools and family recipes, she quickly transitioned from an amateur home cook to a professional chef and ran the business successfully for ten years.

  During that time, whenever a friend got married, Logan gave the gift of cooking equipment hoping to encourage her friends to prepare homemade meals. After receiving several thank you notes that said, “I can’t wait for you to come over and teach me how to use this,” a light bulb went off and the idea for The Kitchen Decoded was born. Excited and inspired by a chance to teach her tricks to beginners, newlyweds, or anyone with a desire to cook, Logan closed the bakery and teamed up with Hilary to create The Kitchen Decoded.

  Hilary Hattenbach, a children’s book author and entertainment executive, has always had a passion for cooking, baking, and writing. Cofounder of the popular blog WeHeartMacandCheese.com, she has eaten enough macaroni and cheese to make a cardiologist run screaming. As an entertainment executive, she’s conceived and produced award-winning, multi-platform campaigns for 20th Century Fox, Universal Pictures, DreamWorks, Disney, and Marvel. With a focus on creativity and innovation, she’s instrumental in spearheading first-to-market and press worthy campaigns. In her spare time, she watches BBC mysteries with her husband, Jared, and dog, Noodle.
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  CHAPTER 1

  NITTY-GRITTY KITCHEN BASICS
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  RECIPES IN THIS CHAPTER

  DRY SPICE RUB

  JERK SPICE RUB

  BBQ SAUCE

  HONEY CHIPOTLE SAUCE

  CHIMICHURRI SAUCE

  SOY BALSAMIC MARINADE

  ASIAN MARINADE

  MAYONNAISE

  SESAME DRESSING

  BASIL BALSAMIC DRESSING

  EGGLESS CAESAR DRESSING

  LEMON VINAIGRETTE

  BLUE CHEESE VINAIGRETTE

  SUNDRIED TOMATO BASIL FRITTATAS

  MASHED POTATOES

  TURKEY MEATBALLS

  AUNT ANDREA’S RED SAUCE

  CHICKEN STOCK

  WHOLE ROASTED CHICKEN

  MOM’S CHOCOLATE CHIP TOFFEE COOKIES

  BUTTERCAKE BAKERY BROWNIES

  We know that cooking can be intimidating, especially if you watch TV shows like Top Chef, where contestants run around sous viding steaks and making ice cream with liquid nitrogen. Well, guess what? A lot of great cooks have never even thought about putting a steak in a vacuum-sealed bag and immersing it in water for seventy hours. Regular people don’t have that kind of time or motivation. And just because something has a fancy name or looks pretty on a plate doesn’t mean it tastes good. We’ve found that, most of the time, homey, simple meals like Mom used to make are the ones that really hit the spot. So don’t panic. We won’t throw any fancy cooking techniques at you. Our foolproof recipes are easy to prepare, especially with the right tools and a few tricks.
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  RULE #1: HAVE FUN

  Cooking should be fun. It’s always a challenge to try something new. But if you approach each recipe as a fresh adventure with the possibility of a delicious outcome, you’re going to have a good time. Start by putting on upbeat music. Pour a glass of wine to sip, but pace yourself because you should be coherent enough to follow the recipe instructions. If you’re baking or making a dish with a lot of steps, invite a friend over to help. Sometimes having a helper in the kitchen makes things go more quickly and smoothly. Think of every meal as a mini party rather than a cooking competition, and take the time to sit and enjoy the results of your hard work.

  RULE #2: FOLLOW INSTRUCTIONS

  Before you attempt a recipe, read it from beginning to end and make sure that you have all the necessary ingredients and equipment. Nothing creates more unneeded stress than having to run to the store for supplies. Prepare the recipe exactly as it is written. That way you will know how the chef intended it to taste. If you think it would taste better with, say, more salt or less oil, you can make a note and add your own flair next time.

  RULE #3: BE WELL EQUIPPED

  It isn’t necessary to own every kitchen gadget ever invented. There are plenty of gimmicky gizmos and expensive, fad-inspired appliances that are borderline useless. But some tools will revolutionize the way you cook by saving time and getting results that are impossible to achieve any other way. We’ve identified a list of inexpensive kitchen staples that are uniquely designed to ensure accurate measuring and cooking results. Take some time to review the guide below to get a handle on your kitchen’s most crucial tools. Don’t feel pressured to run out and buy everything on the list. Once you know the recipes you’d like to try, consider which tools might make the job easier.

  RECIPE LEGEND

  All of the recipes in The Kitchen Decoded are marked with the letters GF, DF, and V, where appropriate, to indicate Gluten-Free, Dairy-Free (might still contain eggs), and Vegetarian.
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  TOOLS

  1. CUTTING BOARD: A good cutting board should have a large surface and be made of a thick, indestructible material. Wood is preferable, as it won’t damage knives. Use baking soda or lemon juice to sterilize the board after use. Prices range from $10–$50.

  2. KITCHEN SHEARS: A sturdy pair of stainless steel kitchen shears is a must-have for cutting poultry, snipping herbs and flower stems, hacking a lemon from a tree, opening bags of food, or shaping parchment to fit baking pans. You’ll be surprised how often you reach for them. Prices range from $8–$100, if you’re feeling fancy.

  3. CHEF’S KNIFE: An 8- or 9-inch stainless steel chef’s knife is ideal for most of your chopping needs. Do not store your knives in drawers—that will dull the blade. Attach them to a magnet on the wall or store in a knife block to keep the blades from getting damaged. You don’t need a professional chef’s knife, which can cost hundreds of dollars. A perfectly good chef’s knife can be purchased for $20 and up.

  4. PARING KNIFE: A paring knife measure between 2½ and 4 inches long and is great for smaller peeling, coring, and slicing jobs. Prices often start at $12.

  5. SERRATED KNIFE: A serrated knife measures between 6 and 10 inches and has grooves in the blade. Excellent for cutting through bread crust and slicing without squishing the loaf. Prices range from $15 and up.

  6. MEASURING CUP SET: For the most accurate quantities, dry ingredients should only be measured in a graduated set of cups that includes ¼ cup, ⅓ cup, ½ cup, and 1 cup. Fill the cups to the brim and level them off with back of a knife. Prices range from $3–$35 depending on style.

  7. GLASS MEASURING CUP: Liquids should only be measured in a glass, heat-resistant cup with a spout for easy pouring. We recommend a 2-cup measuring cup. You’ll find a million uses for this little kitchen helper. Perfect for mixing up dressings, warming up liquids in the microwave, catching juice from the citrus juicer, and much more. A 2-cup measure ranges from $5–$12.

  8. MEAT THERMOMETER: Essential for checking the temperature of meat and testing for doneness, it measures temperatures as high as 220°F. Prices range from $7–$30.

  9. CANDY THERMOMETER: Great for making candy, checking the temperature of caramel, or if you never make candy, it’s helpful to monitor oil temperatures for frying. Measures temperatures up to 400°F. Prices range from $6–$30.

  10. MEASURING SPOONS: These are used to measure smaller amounts of liquids and dry ingredients. Sold as a graduated set that includes ¼ teaspoon, ½ teaspoon, 1 teaspoon, and 1 tablespoon. Prices range from $1–$20.

  11. OVEN THERMOMETER: An oven often has a mind of its own and may cook food at whatever temperature it pleases. That’s why an oven thermometer is a lifesaver in the kitchen. It hangs on a rack in the oven and measures the heat in the oven. By checking the thermometer, you can adjust the temperature up or down depending on whether your oven runs hot or cool. Prices range from $2–$20.

  12. ICE CREAM SCOOPS: While these guys do a bang up job of scooping up your favorite frozen dessert, they are also extra handy for scooping up balls of dough to create even portions for cookies, cupcakes, muffins, scones, biscuits, and more. Look for scoops with a trigger handle that uses spring action to release the food. Available in a few different sizes, we use a 2-ounce scoop for Buttercake Bakery Chocolate Cake/Cupcakes (pages 192–4), and a 2-ounce scoop for the Donut Holes (page 172). Heck, we even use them for Turkey Meatballs (page 32), Sundried Basil Tomato Frittatas (page 28), and Veggie Fritters (pages 75–76). Prices range from $7–$25.
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  1. TONGS: Instead of using your hands or forks to extract ingredients from hot pans and toss food on the grill, tongs keep you an arm’s length from the heat. Prices range from $5–$20.

  2. WOODEN SPOONS: These versatile spoons do not conduct heat, nor will they scratch and damage your metal pots and pans. Have a variety on hand to tackle different jobs from stirring batters to sautéing proteins, starches, and vegetables. Prices range from under $1–$20 depending on quality of the wood.

  3. METAL WHISK: Made of looped wire, a whisk is what you need to whip ingredients by hand. A small one is perfect for whipping up dressings or scrambled eggs and easily fits inside a glass measuring cup. A larger whisk is great for combining dry ingredients by hand. Prices range from $2–$25.

  4. HEAT PROOF SPATULA: Silicone spatulas are heat-resistant and can be dipped in melted chocolate with reckless abandon. They are a must-have for scraping down the sides of your stand mixer to incorporate all the ingredients and get every last bit of batter out of the bowl into your baking pan. Prices range from $2–$15.

  5. ROLLING PIN: A heavy wooden rolling pin will roll out large pieces of dough with the most efficiency. They aren’t expensive and they will ensure an even thickness on crusts and baked goods. It can also be used as a meat tenderizer to flatten meat for more even cooking. Prices range from $6–$20.

  6. MIXING BOWLS: It’s helpful to have a set of three or four mixing bowls. Many are sold Russian nesting doll style, where the smaller ones fit inside the larger ones. Glass and metal bowls are versatile and can easily be turned into double boilers. Porcelain bowls work well too and can moonlight as serving bowls. Prices range from $15–$60.

  7. SLOTTED SPOON: Use slotted spoons to lift food out of hot liquid, allowing excess water or oil to pass through the holes. Perfect for blanching or lifting fritters and donuts out of oil. Find one that is heat resistant. Prices range from under $1–$20.

  8. OVEN MITT: We recommend a long glove style mitt to protect your hand and forearm from burns when pulling hot pans from the oven or stovetop. Prices range from $6–$25.
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  1. CAN OPENER: Invest in a decent hand-held can opener and you won’t have to struggle with lids in the middle of a recipe. Prices range from $4–$25.

  2. MANDOLINE: These extra-sharp slicers come with straight and wavy blades and create even slices in a range of thicknesses. Perfect for making Cora’s Sliced Sweet Pickles (page 150), citrus slices for our Velvet Hammer Sangria (page 142), or julienned Baked Sweet Potato Fries (page 106). Sold with a large food holder to protect your fingers, the mandoline sits on the counter while you run the intended ingredient across the blade. It’s a good idea to also buy a safety glove to wear while slicing, because those blades are insanely sharp. Prices range from $10–$100.

  3. COOLING RACK: These woven metal racks allow air to flow under and around hot pans. Use them to cool cookie sheets and cake pans when they come out of the oven. Place one inside a cookie sheet and you’ve got an instant roasting pan. This is also great for draining fried foods. Prices range from $5–$25.

  4. MESH COLANDER: Whether it’s to drain beans for Black Bean Patties (page 78), sift flour, or shake powdered sugar on Buttercake Bakery Lemon Bars (pages 134–36), a mesh colander is a workhorse in the kitchen. Get a few in different sizes. We like to use a tiny one (or a sieve) to strain citrus and catch the seeds and a large one to drain pasta. Prices range from $2–$20.

  5. KITCHEN TIMER: Keeping track of your baking and cooking times is crucial to good results. Pick up a portable kitchen timer that can move around the kitchen with you and time the different steps in the recipe. Never burn those cookies again! Prices range from $4–$40.

  6. GARLIC PRESS: No time or patience to mince that garlic? Garlic presses squeeze the cloves through tiny holes and abracadabra!—instant minced garlic. Prices range from $3–$15.

  7. CITRUS JUICERS: We’re citrus maniacs, and we’d be lost without a decent citrus juicer. Press (7a) or reamer (7b), you’ll get way more juice out of citrus fruits with these tools than squeezing by hand. For large quantities of fresh juice, consider investing in an electric juicer. Prices range from $6–over $100.

  8. PEELER: Spend a little extra money on a sturdy vegetable peeler and it’ll make quick work of carrot, apple, and potato peels. Prices range from $2–$20.

  9. FUNNEL: To avoid big messes, use small and large funnels to transfer dressings, gravies, dry rubs, oil, and juice into bottles. Prices range from $1–$25.
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  1. BUNDT CAKE PAN: A ring shaped metal pan with fluted sides and tube in the center that creates the signature hole in the center of the bundt cake. The shape allows more of the batter to touch the surface of the pan, which makes for quicker bake times and more even heat distribution. Some bundt cake pans come with patterns etched into the metal in case you want your cake to look a bit fancier. Prices range from $10–$30.

  2. CAKE PAN: Have at least one set of round cake pans with a 2-inch rim on hand, because you never know when you’ll be inspired to make a double layer cake. Most cake recipes call for a 9-inch set. But they do range in size from 3 inches to 16 inches. Prices range from $10–$25.

  3. LOAF PAN: Measuring 9 x 5 x 4-inch and 8½ x 4½ x 2½-inch, loaf pans are used for loaf cakes like our Buttercake Bakery Banana Cake (pages 187–88), or even meatloaf. Stainless steel with a nonstick coating works great for all uses. Prices range from $5–$20.

  4. SPRINGFORM CAKE PAN: A springform is an anodized aluminum or stainless steel cake pan with removable sides. It’s important to use this pan when preparing the Buttercake Bakery Cheesecake (pages 210–12), Citrus Almond Cake (pages 204–6), or any delicate baked good so as not to damage the cake when taking it out of the pan. Prices range from $10–$25.

  5. PIE PAN: Pie pans range in size from 8–10 inches and are fashioned out of stainless steel, aluminum, or glass. We like glass because it’s nonreactive and clear so you can see the doneness of the crust for pies and quiches. Prices range from $10–$25.

  6. CUPCAKE/MUFFIN TIN: These pans typically yield 12 muffins or cupcakes and can hold about a ½ cup batter in each slot. Line them with cupcake papers to add a decorative touch and make for a quick and easy cleanup. Use a 2-ounce ice cream scoop to measure out batter, and it fills the slots perfectly. Prices range from $7–$20.

  7. METAL BROWNIE PAN: A 12½ x 9-inch pan in anodized aluminum is perfect for cooking Buttercake Bakery Brownies (page 40) and Buttercake Bakery Lemon Bars (page 134–36) as well as other dense cakes and casseroles. Prices range from $16–$20.

  8. GLASS LASAGNA TRAY (3-INCH EDGE): A 9 x 13 x 3-inch glass baking pan is a kitchen staple for lasagnas and casseroles but also essential for gratins and roasting vegetables. Prices range from $12–$30.
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  1. SAUTÉ PAN/SKILLET: A set of skillets or sauté pans made of clad stainless steel with a nonstick coating are essential if you plan to do a lot of cooking. Available in a range of sizes and depths, look for pans with lids for steaming, sautéing, and browning. Avoid using metal utensils in these pans, because they will scratch the surface. A nice set ranges in price from $100–$500.

  2. BAKING PARCHMENT: This paper, sold in rolls next to the aluminum foil and plastic wrap in grocery aisles, makes a great disposable nonstick surface for baking. Line cookie sheets and cake pans so the food will slide right off. And it makes cleaning up a snap. Prices range from $4–$11.

  3. PASTRY BRUSH: It’s great to have a few of these in your arsenal of cooking tools for brushing oils and marinades on vegetables and meats. Prices range from $2–$15.

  4. RESEALABLE BAG: Not just for leftovers, these bags are great for marinating proteins, coating foods with spices, and freezing. Pick a brand that is freezer safe. Prices range from $4–$12.

  5. NONSTICK COOKING SPRAY: This canned oil is sprayed on cookware as a light coating to help keep ingredients from sticking. It also saves a few calories if you don’t want to use butter or olive oil on every cooking surface. Prices range from $3–$8.

  6. SILICONE BAKING MAT: If you purchase one of these, you’ll never need to buy another roll of parchment paper. They are heat resistant up to 580°F. A great investment to prevent food from sticking to cookie sheets and to streamline cleanup. Prices range from $8–$35.

  7. SMALL (2- or 3-quart) SAUCEPOT: Make sure to invest in a good quality saucepot with a fitted lid made out of clad stainless steel that is nonreactive and won’t easily burn. This pot is great for cooking sauces, rice, and oatmeal. Prices range from $20–$150.

  8. PLASTIC WRAP: Package up leftovers in plastic wrap before storing in the refrigerator or freezer. You can also use it to line measuring cups before measuring sticky ingredients—yank it out and the ingredients will slide off the wrap. Price ranges from $3–$11.

  9. ALUMINUM FOIL: Also known as tin foil, these sheets are excellent for wrapping up foods, keeping baked veggies and meats from sticking to surfaces, and covering pans to catch drips from casseroles and cobblers to expedite cleanup. Prices range from $2–$6 for non-industrial packages.

  

  FOOD PREP TRICKS

  Here are a few tricks to help you speed through your recipe prep work.

  INGREDIENT CHECKLIST: The French phrase “mise en place” means “together in place.” This is how great chefs stay organized in the kitchen. Before you begin, take out all the necessary ingredients for your recipe, and don’t just eyeball quantities. Chop, slice, and measure everything first to make sure you have enough, and this will ensure that the cooking process goes smoothly.

  ASSEMBLE YOUR EQUIPMENT: Place all required attachments and tools needed for the recipe on the counter before you start cooking. You don’t want to fumble through drawers and cupboards mid-recipe.

  ALWAYS USE SHARP KNIVES: Not only is it safer, it’s much more efficient and allows you to slice evenly.

  STABILIZE CUTTING BOARDS: Put a dishtowel or damp paper towel under your cutting board to keep it from sliding around while you prep.

  CLEAN AS YOU GO: Toss out scraps and empty containers once steps are complete. Put away ingredients after use. While food bakes in the oven, clear and wipe the counters and rinse off equipment. All of this will cut way down on cleanup time after the meal when all you want to do is relax.

  USING GARLIC: Fresher = sweeter. The best garlic has a firm exterior and should not be bruised, sprouted, soft, or shriveled. Cloves with green shoots should be tossed, as they add bitterness to food. Always peel garlic unless the recipe specifies otherwise. To get the skin off easily, press your palm down on the flat side of a chef’s knife (please, not the sharp edge!) or use the bottom of a can and bang it on the garlic clove to loosen the skin. Cut off the tough stem end with a knife. Use your microplane, garlic press, or chef’s knife to mince garlic.

  CUTTING ONIONS: To dice an onion, start by cutting off the top end. Next, slice the onion in half through the root and peel off the skin. Make a series of small vertical slices through the onion. Turn the onion and make horizontal slices across until you have small diced pieces. More slices will create a finer dice. For half-moon slices, cut the onion in half from stem end to root end. Peel the skin and place the flat side facing down and cut vertical slices until you have even half moon shapes.

  JUICING CITRUS: We love citrus and a lot of recipes in this book call for lemons, limes, and oranges. For optimal juicing, the citrus should be room temperature. To maximize juice output, roll the fruit on the counter under your palm to soften them up before you cut them open. Use a citrus juice press to squeeze out the juice, or use a fork to pierce the inside of the fruit to break open the segments before squeezing by hand. Run a zester/grater over the fruit skin to zest before you juice. Only run the zester in one direction or the teeth will dull. Instead of grating zest into a separate container or onto parchment paper, hold the zester over the mixing bowl and zest directly into the mix. The aromatic citrus oils that are released into the bowl will give the dish a zingy finish.

  AVOCADO: To remove the pit easily, knock the sharp edge of a knife against the pit until it sticks and twist to loosen and remove. Not using the whole thing? Leave the pit in the remaining avocado to prevent browning and run a cut piece of lemon or lime around the exposed fruit, then wrap tightly with plastic wrap.

  DRY VS. FRESH HERBS: Dried herbs can be substituted for fresh herbs but it’s not a one to one conversion. 1 teaspoon dried =1 tablespoon fresh. This works best with oregano, thyme, sage, and rosemary. Try to use fresh herbs when your recipe calls for basil, mint, or parsley to get the most flavor into your dish.

  SEPARATING EGGS: Crack an egg in half. Working over a bowl, pass the yolk back and forth between the two half-shells until all of the egg white falls into the bowl. The remaining yolk in one of the half-shells can be placed in a separate bowl if using, or tossed out. If you drop a shell into your bowl, use one half of an empty eggshell to scoop it out.
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