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Introduction
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How to Use This Book

Ice cube trays. You’ve seen them in your grandparents’ freezer, right? Or if you’re a member of Generation X or older, you remember them yourself: the flimsy white rectangles, one stacked upon another, that no one ever refilled so there was never any ice in them. If there were cubes in them, they always tasted freezer-burned or like the stews and soups that your grandmother made sometime before the turn of the millennium and stored in mismatched take-out containers right next to (or below or beneath) the ice cubes.

Well, home cooks still store big-batch soups and such in the freezer. But other than that, times have changed, and ice cube trays have transmuted along with them. Reformed and rehabilitated, the ice cube trays of today are forged in both hard, unbreakable plastic and flexible, food-grade silicone. They come in colors that range from pastel to neon, from black and white to primary reds and blues, and in sizes and shapes inspired by mixology, exercise, and nutrition trends from all over the world.

Indeed, now right in your own home, you can make two-inch spherical balls or two-inch squares of ice, like the slow-melting kind you’d find in a glass of bourbon at a chic hotel somewhere. You can find trays that freeze in shapes that are long and thin, ideal for fitting into a water bottle that you’d take on a jog or a bike ride. You can make and freeze your own baby food in portion-appropriate sizes. Create cubes of latte for your iced coffee that won’t dilute it—or save the remaining half cup of your morning smoothie instead of throwing it away. And then there are the novelty trays that take their cues from everything from nature and holidays to popular shows, movies, books, and toys. One day you can make skull ice cubes for Halloween; the next, LEGO cubes for a child’s themed birthday party.

The appearance of these trays on the market has opened the door to a larger creative realm for home cooks. Because many of them are made from FDA-certified, BPA-free, baking-grade silicone, you can not only freeze in them, but you can also cook in them. In fact, you can take these trays straight from the freezer and put them into the oven. So if you make brownies, for example, but don’t want to bake all of them right away, well, here’s one way you can store some of the extra batter that makes perfect sense.

As a result, anything you can make in a muffin tin or a mold, you can also make in an ice cube tray. It just takes a little ingenuity! You’ve probably seen a few pictures here and there on cooking and design websites. Finally, here’s a book that not only provides the exact instructions on how to do it yourself—as well as what not to do—but it gives you additional ideas on how to tweak the 75 recipes. So really, in Ice Cube Tray Recipes: 75 Easy and Creative Kitchen Hacks for Freezing, Cooking, and Baking with Ice Cube Trays, you’re getting about five ways to cook every recipe.

The recipes are divided into six main sections. Infusions and Decorations are pretty, flavored ice cubes that won’t water down your drinks. Soups and Smoothies are work-friendly recipes that you can blend in the morning straight from the freezer or carry with you to defrost and eat cold or warm up for lunch in perfect portion sizes. Canapés will thrill all sorts of guests, from relatives during the holidays to game-day enthusiasts. Mini Mains are ideal for those nights you don’t want to fuss and definitely don’t want leftovers. Sides and Dressings are those little innovative touches that add pizzazz to other dishes. And Sweets need no explanation, especially if you’ve followed various websites and seen all those cute popsicle-stick goodies. But there aren’t that many popsicle sticks in here, because I tried to give you recipes you wouldn’t find anywhere else.

Within each chapter, you’ll find 12 to 15 recipes for a range of ice cube tray shapes and sizes. They’re designed to mix and match with each other so that you can do anything with them from keeping extra bounty from a garden to preparing a light meal for yourself or a companion to throwing a party filled with little, delicious bites, all prepared in ice cube trays.

When creating and testing these recipes, I used mostly common ingredients—there are only one or two that ask for luxury items like truffles—and techniques that most home cooks already know. (There are no sous vide recipes here!) For any items or methods that may be a little obscure, I’ve included explanations so you won’t need to get on the Internet to figure it out. Also, keep in mind that all these trays are already nonstick, though in some cases, as my recipes direct, it doesn’t hurt to also spray or brush them with cooking oil for ease of release.

I kept the instructions minimal and easy. The idea is to give you recipes that work but also inspire you to create your own. And part of the charm is in the exploration. Don’t feel pressured to replicate them exactly. Instead, feel free to replace any of these ingredients with richer, more expensive, harder-to-find, more luxurious ones or to ramp up your technique. There’s always more to imagine!

Caveats

Heat

When I began working with these ice cube trays, many of the manufacturers from whom I ordered claimed that they withstood temperatures from –40 to 446 degrees Fahrenheit (230 degrees Celsius). While I had no problems with the freezing, I did have some difficulties with the baking: all told, I melted a dozen trays. To avoid filling your house with that same distinct smell of burning plastic, I recommend not baking in any trays that are hard and seem inflexible, even if the manufacturer says it’s okay. If there’s any soft, pliable material in the bottom of the wells to help push out the ice cubes, those trays are great with frozen products or for making the Pear and Ricotta Mini Herbed Ravioli (see page 77), for example, but can’t also be used with heat.

The best trays are the malleable, baking-grade silicone. If you can easily twist them with your hands and they spring back into shape, chances are you can bake with them and they won’t melt. Some brands and shapes I counted on include:


• Webake (one-inch square, water bottle)

• Jacobake (mini spheres)

• IC ICLOVER (mini spheres)

• Heofean (mini grid)

• Big Chillers (two-inch cubes and squares)

• Adoric (two-inch cubes and squares)

• Cocktail Kingdom (two-inch square)

• KitchenHero (honeycomb)



However, the highest temperatures I subjected them to regularly was 375°F. I also don’t recommend that you use them in a microwave oven—and be wary about using them to broil! I’ve used them in a convection gas oven as well as a regular gas oven, but again, make sure you’re really only subjecting the true baking-grade silicone to these treatments.

Feel free to wash these in the dishwasher, though. I haven’t melted one there yet! Like all plastic, the ice cube trays should only go in the top rack. Otherwise, you’re risking prolonged exposure to hot water and steam.

Covers

Many of the trays come with covers, which is a bonus for when you want to freeze a recipe. The covers keep out odors from other items in the freezer, and they help with spillage. However, most don’t fit well, so don’t rely on them completely. I recommend that you cover trays with parchment or wax paper (you can use these interchangeably, although I call it parchment paper throughout the book) regardless of whether they have covers. If they do have covers, the parchment paper helps them fit more securely, and keeps the recipe from sticking. Don’t use them for baking instead of foil or parchment paper. Some trays come with covers that pivot but aren’t removable; these aren’t helpful for baking.

Odors

Again, despite what manufacturers say, some of the trays arrive with an unpleasant smell. To rid them of it, soak them in a hot water-and-soap solution or run them through the dishwasher a couple times. That should do the trick.

After you use the ice cube trays with a pungent recipe—say, the frozen Pistachio-Arugula Pesto (see page 125), which contains raw garlic, or the refrigerated, molded The Coolest, Hottest Salsa (see page 53), which incorporates onion along with mango and pineapple—they may retain some of those aromas. Again, soak them in hot water and soap, or try not to let them sit in the freezer or refrigerator for too long before serving them. In cases of frozen items, once they’re molded, you can remove them and keep them in plastic bags, and they’ll retain their shapes.

Leftovers

Because some trays—especially the decorative ones—have odd measurements, or because you may not use the same trays that I did, the recipes may occasionally have some leftover parts or bits. The size of the eggs may also change your ratios. I used large eggs throughout. As you learn your trays, feel free to cut down or double recipes to achieve the best results.

Tools, Tips, and Techniques

Tools

You might think that the tools you need to make ice cube tray delicacies begin and end with the trays. As I experimented with various recipes and methodology for freezing, molding, and baking, I found that to be only partially true. As mentioned above, the ice cube trays come in a dizzying array of styles. Cooking in them, therefore, calls for a variety of techniques.

Tools you’ve find useful along the way include:


• Ice Cube Trays—If you’re planning on creating your own recipes, the best thing to do first is to measure how much the ice cube tray holds. Just pour water into it from a measuring cup. Here’s what I found from the ones I most commonly used:

• Two-Inch Square, 6 wells = 3 cups, each well ½ cup

• Two-Inch Sphere, 6 wells = 3 cups, each well ½ cup

• One-Inch Square, 15 wells = 2 ½ cups

• Mini Sphere, 20 wells = ½ cup

• Mini Sphere, 36 wells = ¾ cup

• Water Bottle, 4 wells = 1 cup

• Water Bottle, 10 wells = ¾ cup

• Honeycomb, 37 wells = 1½ cups

• Baby Food, 9 wells = 3 cups, each well 1/3 cup

• Mini Grid, 160 wells = ¾ cup

• Layered, 8 wells = 2 cups, each well ¼ cup

• Decorative = ½ cup (fruit) to 1 cup (skulls) to 1½ cups (United States of America)

• Parchment/Wax Paper—Use to cover the trays, unmold food from trays, and knead dough

• Dropper—Depending on consistency of the recipe, use to fill the wells of the ice cube trays or remove too much liquid through suction

• Turkey Baster—Depending on consistency of the recipe, use to fill the wells of the ice cube trays or remove too much liquid through suction

• Piping Bag and Tips—Depending on consistency of the recipe, use to fill the wells of the ice cube trays

• Funnel—Depending on consistency of the recipe, use to fill the wells of the ice cube trays

• Spray Can—Use to mist cooking oil in the wells of trays

• Pastry Brush—Use to brush cooking oil onto the wells of the ice cube trays

• Cake Scraper—Use to clean the tops of the ice cube trays

• Mini Spatula—Use to loosen cooked food from the ice cube tray wells before unmolding

• Tongs—Use to remove cooked food from ice cube tray wells



Tips

In general, you can usually only purchase these ice cube trays online. Keep in mind that all the trays and their wells (sometimes called cavities, a word I chose not to use because it reminds me of the dentist) look bigger than they are in real life. It’s easy to be fooled by the visuals versus the actual dimensions.

Additionally, as mentioned previously, not all the trays jibe with the manufacturers’ instructions. When I came across those that were marketed inaccurately, I usually wrote to the manufacturers, asked them to correct information, and also asked for my money back. They all complied. If you wind up purchasing trays that don’t do what they say they can do, don’t hesitate to complain.


• Freezing

• Some trays come with covers. They don’t all fit well, but they’re useful in keeping unpleasant freezer odors and/or flavors from contaminating the cubes.

• If trays don’t have covers, use plastic wrap or parchment/wax paper on top of forming cubes to keep them pure.

• Don’t overfill the trays. Releasing overfilled trays can result in cracked ice, which will ruin your creations. Keep in mind that all liquid, but especially dairy, expands when freezing, so always underfill the wells just a bit. Underfill a little bit more when using liquids or semi-solids with dairy in them.

• When freezing sodas like cola, add diet soda to make harder ice cubes. Sugary liquids don’t freeze as firmly as faux-sugar or non-sugar liquids and may stick to parchment paper. Use plastic wrap instead. Also, keep in mind you will mostly be left with the flavor, not the carbonation, of soda ice cubes. Unless the ice tray covers are absolutely airtight (and again, most of these covers are not), the carbon dioxide will dissipate.

• If any individual wells are overfull, you can use a dropper or turkey baster to easily extract liquid without having to dump the whole tray.

• Generally speaking, it takes about 6 hours for ice cubes to freeze solidly. Instructions often recommend that you leave ice sitting in trays overnight for best results. However, depending on the tray—and your freezer—your results may vary. I’ve achieved viable ice in as little as 3 hours with a side-by-side French door refrigerator with a bottom freezer, because the top shelf in this freezer is very cold. You can experiment and learn your fastest times, but overall, you should expect ice to take anywhere from 4 to 6 hours at the least.

• Baking

• I can’t say it enough: Be careful when choosing which trays to put into the oven. Not all are heat proof. Those that have extra material on the bottoms to “pop out” the ice cubes are generally not oven proof.

• Bake at higher than 375°F at your own risk. Although the manufacturers will include instructions that food-grade silicone can withstand a range of temperatures from –40 (one or two say –50) to 464°F (230°C), some of these trays melt almost immediately when the oven gets too hot for extended periods of time.

• Don’t broil food in the trays for a long period of time. That’s like pointing flames directly at them. It’s risky. A few seconds for browning or melting might be okay. Use your judgment after you’ve used the trays a few times.

• Molding

• Olive oil will freeze and can be used as a molding agent. It doesn’t freeze clearly, however; instead, it becomes cloudy, opaque—more like butter. If you’re planning to present your cubes, you may want to use gelatin instead.

• Gelatin powder is the easiest way to mold items in trays. Follow the directions on the boxes of unflavored gelatin to prepare it before adding to recipes. Note: Gelatin generally contains animal products and is not considered vegetarian or vegan. It also has a slight aroma but not a flavor.

• Pectin and agar are two vegan substances that can replace gelatin in recipes. Keep in mind that pectin requires sugar to gel, and agar might be harder to find in a general supermarket. Follow package directions for both if you replace gelatin with either substance.

• Unmolding

• The silicone trays are made to twist easily and pop out the cubes, but they don’t always readily pop out. Instead, lay a sheet of parchment paper on the counter. Turn the tray upside down, then twist. I like to hold them low and close to parchment paper. It catches cubes of all shapes and sizes so that they don’t slide off the counter.

• For molds and baked items, gently slide a thin, dull knife blade around the edges if they look like they won’t unmold easily.
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