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RECIPE LIST

Spice Blends, Hot Sauces & Pickled Things


	All-Purpose Seasoning

	Lemon Pepper Seasoning

	Sweet Potato Seasoning

	Chili Powder

	Chicken Salt

	Citrus Verbena Salt

	Peppercorn Rub

	Dukkah

	Fish Fry Mix

	Fig Vinegar BBQ Sauce

	Rhubarb BBQ Sauce

	Peach & Molasses Sauce

	Romesco

	NAT’s Red Hot Sauce

	Salsa Verde

	Harissa

	Green Garlic Chimichurri

	
Quick-Pickles

	Blueberries

	Squash Spears

	Banana Peppers

	Purple Carrots

	Red Onions







Red Drinks


	Ginger Beer

	Watermelon Ginger Beer

	Marigold Gin Sour

	Strawberry Lemonade

	
Afro Egg Cream

	Hibiscus Tea





	Maroon Margarita

	Sweet Potato Spritz

	
Blueberry & Bay Leaf Tonic

	Lemon Cordial





	Miso Bloody Mary



Festivals & Fairs


	
Funnel Cake with Apple Topping

	Corn Dogs

	Zucchini Corn Dogs

	Turnip Corn Balls

	Tornado Sweet Potatoes

	Beer-Battered Shrimp

	Savory Elephant Ears

	Chorizo–Corn Chip Nachos

	
Wavy Fries with Blue Cheese Dip & Lemon Pepper

	Rodeo Turkey Legs



Cookout & BBQ


	Meatless Baked Beans

	
Pork Chops with Dukkah

	Caraway Butter Trout

	Peach & Molasses Chicken

	Peppercorn Rib Eye

	Grilled Oysters

	Late-Night Steak Tostada

	
Very Green Coleslaw with Grilled Peppers

	
Apricot Lamb Chops with Green Garlic Chimichurri

	
Beef Ribs with Harissa

	
Watermelon Kebabs with Citrus Verbena Salt

	
Victory Chicken Burgers


	Fancy Mushrooms

	
Pork Ribs with a BBQ Sauce Flight



Potato, Green & Fruit Salads


	Plum & Super Greens Pesto Salad

	Southern-ish Potato Salad

	New Age Wedge

	Carrots & Mustard Flowers

	Summer Peas, Green Beans & Corn Salad

	Crab & Egg Salad

	Tomato & Eggplant Salad

	Cantaloupe & Feta



Snow Cones, Ice Pops & Ice Cream


	Cucumber Granita

	
Snow Cones

	Hibiscus Sichuan

	Marigold

	Purple Sweet Potato





	
Liberation Sundae

	Dairy-Free Chocolate Sorbet

	Rhubarb Compote





	Raspberry Yogurt Pops

	
Roasted Nectarine Sundae

	Honey Vanilla Ice Cream

	Pistachio Brittle

	Caramel Sauce





	Corn Ice Cream Sandwiches



Cake! Cake! Cake! (And a Couple of Pies)


	Peach Crumble Pie Bars

	Peach Crumb Cake

	Strawberry Hand Pies

	Strawberry & Black Pepper Slab Pie

	Strawberry Sumac Cake

	Radish & Ginger Pound Cake

	Florida Punch Bowl Cake

	Kaylah’s Tea Cakes

	Moscato Pound Cake

	Blueberry & Beef Puff Pies

	Devil’s Food Icebox Cake

	Blackberry Eton Mess

	Chile Marshmallow Pies

	Peanut Butter Spiced Whoopie Pies



Everyday Juneteenth


	Coffee Daiquiri

	Fruits of Juneteenth Smoothie Bowl

	Pecan Waffles

	Yellow Squash & Cheddar Biscuits

	Pretzel Fried Chicken

	
Broiler Salmon with Romesco

	Garlicky Okra & Rice

	Sour Cream & Chive Cornbread

	Cherries Jubilee
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FOREWORD

My friend Nicole Taylor has a curiosity that is infectious and tenacious, and matched only by her love for her people. For Us. This particular combination has been to the great benefit of the US food writing canon, to the professional food writing community, and to YOU.

The upside is clear: we’re getting a perspective that doesn’t just place us—it grounds us. I’m always asking myself, Is this the right narrator for this story? With Nicole, the answer is always yes, because I know that those stories are embodied. We know who it’s for, and we know she’s invested.

These recipes are illustrative of her gifts, moving us seamlessly from the historic to the contemporary, with ingredients and rhetoric together reinforcing a clear thesis—“I put on for my people.” In this book, a story of place is articulated in the composition of each recipe, from the dishes to the spritzes. And as someone who considers her a beloved dining companion, it is a pleasure to read these very smart recipes, which are full of surprising and delightful ingredient combinations, organized in sections curated with the rigor of a MOMA exhibit.

In Watermelon & Red Birds: A Cookbook for Juneteenth and Black Celebrations, we are bound to celebration. We know well the hardship story, and are ready to write a different story. What you’re reading—this book—is just that. I hope you will take the opportunity, as I am, to celebrate Nicole, as an author, a friend, and a north star on heart-centered work.

—Stephen Satterfield, founder of Whetstone Media, host of High on the Hog






HOT LINKS & RED DRINKS


My people came to this country linked

Forming bonds where there were none

Previously, untwined forever bound

Now to one another, swaying down

Below in the belly of a foreign beast

Channeling through the big pond

My people were hot, sweaty, and sick

Lined, bound eternally by the worst

That God had given to man

Their blood spilled into the ocean

Swirling with the tides

While the moon glow glittered back

Dancing crimson along the ripples

—Omar Tate, June 5, 2019
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INTRODUCTION

African Americans crave locally harvested, coast-to-coast, USDA Prime liberty, in all its bitter sweetness.

On June 19, 1865, more than two years after President Abraham Lincoln signed the Emancipation Proclamation, Major General Gordon Granger arrived in Galveston and issued General Order No. 3, informing the people of Texas that all enslaved people were now free. For the more than 250,000 enslaved Black Texans, the impact of the order was not immediate; some plantation owners withheld the information, delaying until after one more harvest season. But a year later, in 1866, unofficial Juneteenth celebrations began in Texas.

Gradually, Black people in other parts of the country embraced Juneteenth as the unofficial holiday commemorating the origin point of their American freedom. One hundred fifty-four years later, President Joseph R. Biden Jr. signed the Juneteenth National Independence Day Act. Among others at his side was Ms. Opal Lee, a Fort Worth, Texas–born nonagenarian and retired educator who had lobbied for the holiday to be recognized nationally, gathering more than 1.5 million signatures on her Juneteenth petition. Much like Martin Luther King Jr. Day, the nation’s second national commemoration honoring the triumph of the African American experience became an institution with the stroke of the presidential pen. But the jubilation was mixed with trepidation, coming as it did amid troubling news of the increasing spread of COVID-19, new laws aimed at suppressing the Black vote, and the unrelenting community trauma resulting from the numerous killings of unarmed Black people, many at the hands of law enforcement officers. Black joy often emanates from Black sorrow, and so it has been with that small Texas tendril of freedom, which has continued to spread and strengthen.

In my own way, I have been a part of that spread. I’ve celebrated Juneteenth with the brightest people in the culinary space at a Soul Summit, a symposium founded by Toni Tipton-Martin in Austin, Texas, that celebrates the food history of African Americans; in New York, on a rooftop with my dearest friends; and in Georgia, tucked in the woods with humidity enveloping the guests. I’ve sat under my carport with chipped paint overhead and mosquitoes buzzing around a plethora of foil-covered foods: plump supermarket-bought Italian chicken sausages, buttery sweet pound cakes, pork ribs bathed in smoke and spices, and summery salads of heirloom tomatoes and roasted eggplant. I’ve hosted plated dinners with ceramic platters loaded down with whole roasted fish and summer bean salad, then carefully passed around a table draped in tea-dyed linens, accompanied by rum-spiked red punch. One year, I hosted a pop-up at Pelzer’s Pretzels, a now-closed small-batch pretzel company, and served root beer floats drizzled with caramel and studded with pieces of Philadelphia-style pretzel, and another time I organized a neighborhood dinner and farm tour for Brownsville Community Culinary Center and Café. Guests feasted on Gullah Geechee classics like red rice and okra stew. Each of these celebrations was a time to block out the extraneous noise of the workaday world and feast on food and freedom. Through the years, Juneteenth has become my annual tradition, even when I am miles away from the places I call home.

Hosting all-day brunches and dinner parties is not something I was trained to do. It’s a skill I picked up watching the deaconess board members at East Friendship Baptist Church (founded in 1882), respected women who led the church’s outreach ministry. They masterfully organized family-style suppers of creamed corn, fried chicken, turnip greens, and cornbread for church anniversaries and youth days. Many of my best food memories are of those particular Sundays. By contrast, I spent my early adult years working for community-based health and environmental organizations. Later, I dabbled in selling real estate. While I always cooked for those closest to me, writing about food for a living was the furthest career choice from my mind. But I know the cadence of Black celebrations—the cheap fireworks, the whole pig barbecued for hours, the hot link sandwiches, sweet potato pie, red drinks, and dapper uncles gliding through the festivities, careful not to get dirt on their new ’gators. I felt a need to chronicle those cultural expressions. Increasingly, food publications and their editors have grown to see this need as well. So food has become both my life and my livelihood. These days I write “wandering victuals club” pieces for the New York Times Food section. I write about peach brandy for Wine Enthusiast and the magic of maple sugar for Epicurious. I develop recipes for Food & Wine and EatingWell. I now write about those things and much more, like where to eat Gullah food in Charleston, South Carolina; openings of New York City natural wine bars like The Fly; and how to make orange cocoa catfish.

But perhaps even more than my food writing, my Juneteenth gatherings have become the fullest and most personal of those cultural expressions. Everything from the music blaring from the speakers (’90s hip-hop, alt-R&B, Black classical music, and funk) to the signed Spike Lee posters and original Broderick Flanigan art on the walls to the fashions of the invited guests (sustainable and bent to high-low Black-owned fashion designers like Telfar and Tracy Reese with department store gear) is calibrated in such a way that even this leisurely gathering speaks to a day as important as it is tasty.

Watermelon & Red Birds is the first cookbook celebrating Juneteenth. It is meant to be a bridge between those traditional dishes of African American celebration and those flavors that I have come to know and appreciate as my culinary horizons have broadened. This book is not an attempt to capture the tastes and recipes of that 1866 Juneteenth celebration. This is a testament to where we are now. It’s an attempt to synthesize all the places we’ve been, all the people we have come from, all the people we have become, and all the culinary ideas we have embraced. It’s an attempt to fashion a Juneteenth celebration for the twenty-first century.

The title combines a native-born African fruit—watermelon—with the African American and Native American adage that red birds flying in sight are ancestors returning to spread beautiful luck. I wrote these recipes and stories as my contribution to a growing genre of Black cookbooks that centers creativity over tradition. Books that seek more to chart a future for African American cookery than to celebrate and record its richly deserving past. This is my declaration of independence from the traditional boundaries of so-called Southern food and soul food. It’s my fulfillment of the dreams of those domestics, inventors, bakers, and bartenders who form the base of my family tree. It is my statement that we are free to fly.

When I wrote my first cookbook, Up South, I returned to Athens, Georgia, to ground myself. I did that again for this book. While I was writing, like clockwork and just as my mama would remind me as a kid, birds would appear at the exact moment when I needed their inspiration the most. And during solo weekend writing getaways in Charlotte, North Carolina; Pinpoint, Georgia; and Beaufort, South Carolina, I was reminded of what Black summer joy feels like: family barbecues and cookouts, Six Flags amusement park trips, Atlanta’s Sweet Auburn Festival, seeded watermelons, Cross Colours T-shirts, peanut butter parfaits, Vacation Bible School brownies, recreation center cakewalks, and, of course, Juneteenth.

Like the Great Black Migration itself, Juneteenth traveled aboard trains and automobiles from its Texas birthplace to every state in the Union where Jim Crow was not the de facto governor. Daniel Vaughn writes in a 2015 Texas Monthly article about Juneteenth BBQ: “Barbecue wasn’t the only item on the menu. The middle of June being the beginning of watermelon season in Texas, that also found a spot at the table. The Galveston Daily News reported on celebrations across the state in 1883 including one in San Antonio where ‘twenty-three wagons loaded with watermelons… were destroyed with marvelous rapidity.’ By 1933, the menu had been cemented per the Dallas Morning News. ‘Watermelon, barbecue and red lemonade will be consumed in quantity.’ ”

There is no perfect city to celebrate Juneteenth; you don’t have to be from the Lone Star State to experience it. Migrants in Oakland, California, and Milwaukee, Wisconsin, created the largest public Juneteenth festivals outside Texas; Milwaukee’s public celebration dates back to 1971. It is fitting that Juneteenth celebrations not be confined to Texas. The Juneteenth theme of freedom delayed is one that recurs in American history, in every state. Even after emancipation, the passage of the Fifteenth Amendment in 1870 was required to nominally ensure that the right to vote wasn’t denied to men on the basis of race. Poll taxes, grandfather clauses, lynchings, and other terrorist techniques were used throughout much of the nation to ensure that Black men wouldn’t exercise this right. It wasn’t until 1920 that women were allowed to vote. It wasn’t until 1947 that Native Americans were given the right to vote. Asian Americans had to wait until passage of the McCarran-Walter Act (or Immigration and Nationality Act) in 1952. Not until the passage of the Voting Rights Act of 1965 did Black Americans gain federal protection against discrimination during elections.

This book is intended to be light with the pleasures of good food and heavy with the weight of history. Every morning, I stand at my altar and ask the Most High if she is pleased with how I’m moving through the world; do I reflect the goodness of my ancestors? On special occasions, when I’m slipping out of my clothes and jewelry, I wonder if I left bread crumbs for a future generation to follow. As my candlelight flickers, I hear, Well done. I know the red birds are out there, even in the dark.
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HOW TO USE THIS COOKBOOK

My bedroom has a floor-to-ceiling bookshelf filled with titles written by Black authors. An Edna Lewis cookbook stack with all first editions and a Dr. Jessica B. Harris book tower with a signed High on the Hog on top, and then a barbecue pile with Bobby Seale, Adrian Miller, Al Roker, and Rodney Scott. I’ve never been more elated about the wealth of authors telling their families’ stories, sharing recipes from their travels in Paris, or being happily single (Klancy Miller’s Cooking Solo and Vallery Lomas’s Life Is What You Bake It).

My cookbooks follow me from the couch to the nightstand, desk, and kitchen at different times of the year. One day, I might be reading them. Another day, I might be cooking from them. On still another, I might be thumbing through their pages for inspiration. Bryant Terry’s Black Food and Shannon Mustipher’s Tiki: Modern Tropical Cocktails have dog-eared recipes, and Toni Tipton-Martin’s The Jemima Code is sitting pretty. The pages of this cookbook are begging for indentations from nightlights and splatters of cake batter—my hope is that you read and cook.

The book begins with some resources to guide you as you read and cook. Chapters are organized to help you plan for your own celebrations. All the recipes can be doubled to accomodate a larger crowd.

I’ve included a few more resources here, including a nifty summer food pyramid, so you can easily find the best ingredients to make these recipes for Juneteenth and more. Finally, I’ve listed brands from all across the US that are my favorite of the moment or that I’ve bought or used for many years. Some businesses are hyperlocal and require an in-person visit.

This isn’t a tome dedicated to classic sweet potato pie, mac and cheese, and red velvet cake; instead, you’ll find riffs off ingredients found on the traditional Black American family table. First come the “Red Drinks” to kick off the festivities, because they’re a Juneteenth essential. The chapter has recipes for watermelon ginger beer and strawberry lemonade, both nonalcoholic large-batch beverages. I’ve provided instructions for cocktails with homemade syrups; there will be extra leftover, which is a good thing (they’ll keep for several weeks in the fridge). The cocktails with homemade syrups require a Boston shaker and/or a bar spoon. If you have a fully stocked bar with gin, tequila, vodka, rum, and sparkling white wine, you’re all set to make many libations. You’ll see aromatic bitters (alcohol-based botanical infusions) mentioned in other cocktail recipes and in dessert dishes, too. I keep Angostura and Peychaud’s bitters in my bar cabinet. Feel free to explore other brands.

“Festivals & Fairs” is my love letter to Americana, and you’ll find festival foods here. “Cookout & BBQ” follows. The BBQ recipes are written for a charcoal grill or gas grill, and I’ve made the BBQ recipes easy enough for the novice cook, with exciting flavors that will make the master home cook pay attention. Next comes “Potato, Green & Fruit Salads,” then desserts—in two chapters. Recipes for fruit desserts are written for fresh fruit, but frozen fruit can be substituted; just make sure the fruit is defrosted and all the juices are drained (I’ve made fruity drinks by adding that drained juice to seltzer for a terrific beverage—waste not, want not). In the last chapter, “Everyday Juneteenth,” I share how comfort dishes can be part of a “24/7 and 365” self-care routine. I know for sure that the euphoric feeling of Juneteenth can be transferred to winter afternoons when dirty snow is covering your driveway. This mighty section is a reminder to choose joy in all we do.

Each of the book’s eight chapters begins with an essay. These are a gateway to both American history and my celebrations. The words are meant to quench a thirst for a deeper dive into the Black cultural history that redefined communities. The reflections in the essays are an extension of my three decades of journaling about the experiences of living and growing here. The recipes follow.
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JUNETEENTH GADGETS

In my first cookbook, Up South, I shared my essential tools and equipment—including knives. Except for replacing worn pots and pans, that list remains the same, and I hope you’ll refer to it. In this cookbook, I shine a light on unique gadgets that make planning Juneteenth easier and direct you to use the right tools for each task—a cast-iron skillet isn’t a must for every recipe, just the ones where I call for it.

I bet you have utensils that you use only once per year—for Friendsgiving, birthdays, Easter, Passover, Kwanzaa. Juneteenth needs gadgets, too. You’ll find recipes in this book that need a specific tool. A snow cone maker is required. Smashed cubes of ice and fluffy bowls of perfectly shaved frozen water are two different things. The internet is an excellent resource for DIY hacks on pitting cherries, cutting spiral potatoes, and swirling funnel cake batter in hot oil. Still, I find using task-specific gadgets exhilarating when you have family around. Knowing he’ll get to help impale the frankfurters on the wooden skewers is enough to send my kid rushing to the kitchen island for corn dog–making sessions. Watching an old friend who can’t boil water get excited to make salad dressing because he’ll get to use a unique shaker is a thrill. I call this “gadget joy.”

I dreamed up this list because I needed a response to the question “What special tools should I buy to make your Juneteenth recipes?” More important, I discovered many incredible inventions while serving on the Museum of Food and Drink’s advisory committee for an exhibit titled African/American: Making the Nation’s Table, which increased my appreciation for the gadget department in places like Stock Culinary Goods (Providence, Rhode Island), Whisk (Brooklyn, New York), The Cook’s Warehouse (Atlanta, Georgia), PW Short General Store (Savannah, Georgia), and HomeGoods. From the late 1800s into the 1900s, African American makers patented and tweaked the design of many standard kitchen tools. We’ll find untold stories of grit and ingenuity in countertop or tool caddy machinery. Advances in the ice cream scoop and biscuit cutter changed the way Americans navigated kitchens. I cringe at the thought of paring down my gadget drawers because of this. More so, I love the rush from opening the “fun drawer” and picking up a tool that is so effective for the task at hand.
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Metal and wooden skewers

I’ve used both, and each has its advantages and drawbacks, so pick either one. Wooden skewers require soaking in water before use, and they can’t be cooked over high heat for too long. Metal skewers are sharper, so they allow for easier spearing. But unless you get flat ones, your chunks of meat or vegetables might spin around as you move the skewers.
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Piston funnel

You need this tool for Juneteenth funnel cakes. I like that it helps control hand motion and creates pieces of circle dough art. Sure, you can achieve the same taste and shape without the thumb-triggered piston, but if you need a leg up, this is it.
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Potato spiral cutter

Forget the hacks you might’ve seen on the internet and just buy this cutter. You’ll get the perfect potato Slinky. Once you cut a few potatoes, you’ll get the hang of it.
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Crinkle fry potato cutter

French fries are my death row meal. I believe that each specific shape has its own personality and perfect application. Wavy shapes are perfect for cradling nacho-style toppings. Crinkle fries have more surface area than their straight cousins, so they are “it” for dipping, even into ice cream (try it!).
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Cedar wood planks

Simple and easy. These wooden planks are a straightforward way to infuse flavor into food. Also, they assist with keeping delicate fish intact when it’s being cooked on blazing-hot grill grates. The whole trout from the BBQ chapter (see page 118) holds together nicely on a cedar plank.
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Grill basket

Seafood on the grill can be tricky; the high heat can rip flaky fish apart. A fish grill basket is a must-have tool for cooking foolproof fillets and whole fish and for presentation. I use a vegetable grill basket for my Fancy Mushrooms.
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Salad dressing shaker

I’m a sucker for salad dressing shakers; I have a handful. They function largely as storage containers for me, but from time to time, I glance down at the recipes and proportions written on the bottle for dressing inspiration.
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Corn zipper

Forget everything you’ve been taught and everything you’ve seen in YouTube tutorials. Just use this. A corn zipper gets the kernels off the cob quickly and easily. Lockrum Blue is responsible for speeding up the maize removal: he received a patent in 1884 for a handheld corn-shelling device.
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Melon baller

Years ago, a melon baller appeared in my utensil drawer—I don’t remember buying it. It was the perfect solution for carving fruit to decorate a cheese plate for my husband’s art show opening.
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Snow cone machine

There are lots of products on the market for making fluffy shaved ice for snow cones. The Cuisinart snow cone maker is what I use the most. It has a sleek look and tucks away in the cabinet easily. My friend and food editor Sara Bonisteel swears by the Little Snowie Max; I trust her recommendations. And Jenn de la Vega, a recipe developer and cookbook author, let me borrow her electric ice shaver. It takes up a ton of space, but it produces excellent snow cones (the best of the three options here, in my opinion).
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Snow cone cups—paper

Functional and flimsy—the perfect words to describe this type of snow cone vessel. Keep a stack and double ’em up. These are a must for a large crowd.
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Snow cone cups—plastic

I call this the luxury cone for icy treats. The plastic is more durable when you’re adding booze. They are reusable and sturdy.
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Ice pop molds

These are very inexpensive and take up little space. Pick your shape and your fruit or vegetable, add yogurt, and freeze.
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Ice cream maker

I remember doing a lot of research before investing in my first ice cream machine. My first thought was to purchase an ice cream maker attachment for my KitchenAid stand mixer, but I decided on a Cuisinart frozen yogurt and ice cream maker with two freezer bowls. (I used a Whynter compressor-powered ice cream maker for the recipes, but it’s a splurge, especially if you only make ice cream occasionally.)
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Ice cream scoop

A Zeroll scoop, made with fluid inside the handle that heats up when scooping, is my preferred utensil for ice cream. But I still have and use my old trigger-mechanism scoop, too. Alfred L. Cralle is responsible for an 1896 patent for a trigger-operated one-handed ice cream scoop that he called the “ice cream mold and disher.”
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Pound cake pans

If you are a baker, you probably already have a 10-inch Bundt pan. But bear in mind, a Bundt pan with an ornate or unusual shape can add an aesthetic to your celebration that screams “special,” even though putting cake batter in a fancy pan is no more difficult than putting it in a plain one.
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Waffle maker

Memories are bound to be big and bold when you have a waffler in the cabinet. I’ve gone through three versions, from a model without a temperature control to gas stovetop flippers to a hotel-style waffler. This is 100 percent an everyday Juneteenth gadget.
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Biscuit cutter

All I’ve used are stainless-steel biscuit cutters, both round and square. I’ve been eyeing those wooden biscuit cutters. They look like pieces of art, with their heirloom-looking stains. Alexander P. Ashbourne was a Philadelphia-based inventor who patented a spring-loaded biscuit cutter, which created biscuits of a precise shape and size.
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Cherry pitter

How does one remove the pits without a pitter? I have not a clue. (It seems that metal paper clips are one way—I’ll pass.) Please just buy this and make eating tart cherries painless.
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