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WAREHOUSE SHOPPING, FAMILY COOKING

Even with all the recipe books, cooking classes, how-to manuals, and television programs devoted to the subject of meal preparation, many of us still find ourselves hungry and disorganized by the time the dinner hour rolls around. There is no end to the excellent resources available, but our busy lives get the better of us, and all our good intentions can come to naught. We want to feed our families healthful, economical meals that taste great and do not require hours of work. How can we accomplish this when time is short and the demands of work and family are ever increasing?

How are you coping? Is the local pizza delivery outfit on speed dial? Do you rely on drive-through fast food, expensive restaurant meals, packaged convenience foods, uninspired, boring food thrown together in a hurry? Maybe you’re ready to try something new but don’t know where to start.

This book will help you. Contained within these pages are dozens of fabulous recipes for dishes you can prepare in advance. Freeze them and pull one out at a moment’s notice – you’ll be rewarded with a delicious dinner you made from scratch without spending hours in the kitchen!

Warehouse clubs are everywhere, and they are among the best places to save money, day in and day out, on many products. True, if you are willing to chase down the bargains, they can be had in other places as well, but for many busy families, the warehouse is the place to go for major shopping trips.

The large size of the packages at the warehouse can be intimidating, though. Do you linger in the meat department, attracted by the competitive prices but wondering what you would ever do with so much meat? Maybe you’ve bought a large package of boneless chicken breasts, planning to split the contents into smaller portions to freeze for later.

We’ve heard from people who have bought a warehouse pack intending to defrost a few breasts at a time for family dinners. But, despite the good intentions, it usually goes something like this: After hours of running errands, your last stop is the warehouse store, where you notice the chicken is much cheaper than at the supermarket so you buy a package. You finally get home, the kids are getting off the bus, hungry and impatient. The baby’s crying and has a soggy diaper, and you still have to unload the groceries and get dinner started. You throw the chicken into the fridge and notice it there a few days later. Worried there’s no time to spare, you toss the whole big package into the freezer. Result: you’re stuck with a six-pound solid sheet of chicken and don’t know what to do with it!

If not that scenario exactly, you might regularly buy the warehouse packs of meat, knowing they’re a great way to save money, and split them into single-meal sizes before freezing them. The only problem is, when dinnertime approaches, you have a frozen chunk of meat and no good ideas for what to do with it. There has to be a better way! If these experiences sound something like yours, you have the right resource in hand. Read on!

We have created our recipes based on the large packages of meat from warehouse clubs—the tray packs. We developed the Tray Pack Method to help people just like you! The Tray Pack Method allows you to fix several meals at one time. No doubt you’re used to preparing a recipe from start to finish and then presenting a hot meal to your family. But our method is different: we scale the recipe to the warehouse tray pack of meat and then divide it into multiple meals. The meals are prepared right up to the final cooking stage. You then package and freeze them, and voilà—all you have to do is thaw one and cook it for dinner! It couldn’t be easier, especially with these tasty recipes and our proven system to get you started.

Not only is our system straightforward, but it’s also flexible. If you have only two hours every other week to prepare a few entrées, simply select two recipes that use the meat from two tray packs. Even this small step will yield several entrées. Devote a day and make six recipes that use six tray packs and yield many more entrées. By cooking the tray-pack way, you have the flexibility and control to prepare as many entrées as your time and energy allow.

Maybe you have already read articles or books on cooking ahead and filling your freezer. Admittedly, ours is not the first recipe book touting the benefits of using your freezer to keep ready-made food on hand. On our own bookshelves we have cookbooks featuring meals for the freezer that date back to the 1950s.

But what we offer here that’s new and unique is a method that’s updated to the modern warehouse shopping experience while preserving the proven benefits of storing main dish meals and other items in the freezer.

We know what it’s like to balance children, jobs, activities, and a household. As owners of meal-preparation businesses, we bring you our best of the best in this book. Yes, these recipes are straight from our stash—tried, tested, and true. Our clients have made many of these recipes countless times and rave about the delicious results. We are passionate about what we do and uncompromising in our commitment to using fresh, from-scratch ingredients wherever possible. We give you only dishes that meet the same standard we use to feed our own families and those of our customers.

Whether you’re a novice or an advanced cook, a bargain shopper or someone with money to spare, time-starved or a leisurely from-scratch cook, you’ll find here recipes and tips that will help you create wonderful meals without a lot of work!


BECOMING A WAREHOUSE GOURMET

Begin by evaluating how busy you are and what your family currently likes to eat. Do you need an entrée every night of the week, or will you still cook from scratch some of the time? Are you preparing for company, expecting a baby, or anticipating an interruption in your routine?

If you’re new to make ahead meals, we suggest you start with one or two recipes at first. Consider choosing a recipe for a simple marinade poured over meat—a quick and delicious way to acquaint yourself with our method. Tequila-Lime Chicken, Honey-Glazed Chicken Thighs, An’s Pork Chops, and Basil-Balsamic Chops, are simple meals for beginners. Or you may want to look for recipes that are similar to dinner dishes you currently prepare. It never hurts to go with the tried-and-true.

If you already “batch-cook,” belong to a dinner co-op, or practice other forms of advance meal preparation, these recipes will work nicely with your current practices. Even if you have experience, we still recommend you start off with a few different recipes and gradually increase the number you do in a session to meet your needs—although we recommend doing no more than six at a time. The purpose of this book is to make feeding your family easier. No need for crazy marathon cooking sessions that leave you wondering what on earth you were thinking!

Following are just a few of the benefits you will enjoy when you fix, freeze, and feast.

ECONOMY: Every time you eat from your freezer you save money, especially if it takes the place of frequently eating out.

TIME MANAGEMENT: If you normally shop daily and cook one meal at a time, we estimate our method will save you an hour or more every day.

CONVENIENCE: Things come up: There are evenings when everyone in the family is busy; late or unplanned meetings cut into cooking time; children’s school friends or other unexpected company stop by; a friend is in need. It is wonderful to have a few meals on hand, for every day or just in case.

ADAPTABILITY: If you watch what you eat—for whatever reason—pre-prepared meals will help you stay on track.

VARIETY: An interesting selection of freezer meals integrated with fresh meals and the occasional restaurant treat will prevent food boredom.

FUN: Work through your recipes with a friend or two. Sharing stories and laughter makes the time seem less like work and more like play.

ACCOMPLISHMENT: It’s a wonderful feeling to have nourishing food in the freezer and an organized and efficient approach to daily dinners.


Most of the recipes in this book are for entrées, but don’t miss the other gems! We have included an assortment of brunch items, side dishes, snacks, sweets, and sauces. We offer a selection of meatless recipes and even some handmade spice mixes sprinkled throughout the chapters. Fill your freezer with main dishes or the extras — either way, you’ll enjoy all the benefits of make-ahead meals.



Let’s get started!

PLANNING FOR SUCCESS

To be successful, start with a plan. Even if it’s just a mental list of steps you’ll take, thinking through what you want to accomplish will keep you organized and efficient. We have broken our Tray Pack Method into a few simple steps.

THE BASICS OF MAKE-AHEAD MEALS
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1. Get Organized! Every session begins with a plan, which includes a shopping list and a prep list. Divide yours between warehouse and grocery store items for easy reference.
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2. Consolidate ingredients common to several recipes. Be sure you know exactly what you need and where to find everything before you go shopping.
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3. Go Shopping! Take your list and buy your groceries. Don’t forget your membership cards.
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4. Follow your prep list to chop, dice, and otherwise organize your ingredients. When all your items are ready to go, you can begin the recipes.
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5. Label bags, assemble recipes, and freeze.
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6. Heat & Eat! Thaw entrées as you need weeknight meals. Once defrosted, you can quickly prepare home-cooked meals for your family – even on the busiest nights!

1. GET ORGANIZED! MAKING YOUR SHOPPING LIST
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Make a shopping list of the ingredients used in each recipe you intend to prepare. We suggest writing every ingredient down, even if you know you have it on hand. Once your list is complete, go through the kitchen and mark off the items you already have. Now you know exactly what to buy at the store, and you also have a complete list from which to work when you begin your session. We buy almost all our ingredients from warehouse clubs and local grocery stores. Different shopping destinations require separate lists: Put the items you will get at the warehouse club in one column; put those you’ll pick up at the supermarket in another.

We find it helpful to divide shopping lists further according to food type: meat, dairy, vegetables, seasonings, dry goods, canned goods, and so on. Keep in mind that some warehouse stores get thousands of shoppers on a weekend day. If this is the only time you can shop at the warehouse, we recommend that you divide your list according to food type so that you can move more efficiently through the crowded aisles.

Don’t forget to keep those shopping lists even after you’ve finished all your shopping. They will be useful as you gather everything for your cooking session.

2. SELECTING INGREDIENTS
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Our recipe ingredients usually begin with the tray pack meat or other warehouse product. We have found that the various warehouse clubs across the country sell their meat in similar size packages. In our recipes we give a weight approximation in case package sizes vary or you decide to buy your meat elsewhere. Try to begin with total weights close to the amount called for in the recipe, but don’t worry if you’re bit over or under. The recipes are flexible enough to accommodate small differences.

All other ingredients can be found at the warehouse or the supermarket. Buy ingredients at the warehouse only if you can use the entire amount before the expiration date; otherwise, buy smaller packages at the grocery store. There is no sense in buying more of an ingredient than you will use. It isn’t a bargain if it’s wasted!

Both warehouse clubs and grocery stores offer ingredients in various states of preparation to make things easier on the cook. You can buy shredded cheese instead of bricks of cheese, peeled garlic cloves instead of whole heads of garlic, and chopped onion instead of whole onions. Before you choose an item, you’ll want to consider the quantity you need, the preparation time you’ll save, and how much more you’ll pay for the convenience. Choose what will work best for you and your budget without compromising quality.

If an ingredient sounds unfamiliar and you are unsure if your local grocer carries it, call ahead and save yourself the trouble of running from store to store. Ask a service clerk to help you locate an item; it may be in an unexpected area. Occasionally one of our recipes calls for a specialty ingredient. When that is the case, we will let you know in the recipe directions how you can obtain it or what you can substitute.

Some common ingredients are available in several forms. We have chosen to list them one way throughout the book. Following is a list of common items with our preferred form and possible substitutions.

CHICKEN OR BEEF BOUILLON GRANULES: There are several ways to buy bouillon; we prefer bouillon without monosodium glutamate (MSG). Our recipes call for 1 teaspoon of bouillon granules to equal 1 cup of reconstituted broth. Some bouillon cubes and base are more or less concentrated, so read labels carefully to determine the correct amount to use depending on the form you’ve selected.

GARLIC: We prefer the freshness and flavor of mincing fresh garlic cloves. Use a chopper, food processor, knife, or garlic press. Bottled minced garlic is an acceptable substitute and is easy to measure out in large quantities.

GINGER: Peel and chop fresh gingerroot before mincing it in a food processor or mini chopper. It’s well worth the effort of using fresh ginger for the superior flavor it imparts to the recipes.

ONION: In our recipes, “onion” refers to fresh onion, peeled and chopped, or minced in a food processor or mini chopper. If the recipe requires any other form—dried onion flakes, for example—the recipe will so indicate. Our recipes call for fresh onion to be chopped, diced, or minced. Chop and dice onion with a knife or food processor. Chopped pieces are roughly double the size of diced. Mincing is best done in a food processor, as it cuts the onion very fine, just short of a purée.

BREADCRUMBS: Our recipes using breadcrumbs all call for dry bread crumbs. If not otherwise specified, choose either seasoned or plain.

BLACK PEPPER: Unless otherwise indicated, use any form you like—cracked, crushed, or ground.

CRUSHED RED PEPPER: In some stores, the container may say “red pepper flakes.”

SCALLIONS: In some stores, scallions are called green onions.

VEGETABLE COOKING SPRAY: The cooking directions in each relevant recipe indicate whether a baking dish is greased or ungreased. Please note that “greased” does not necessarily refer to the use of butter or oil but can also mean using a vegetable cooking spray.

3. GO SHOPPING!
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You’ve made a detailed shopping list and it’s time to get out there and purchase your supplies. But before you go, clear ample space in your refrigerator for the perishable groceries you’ll be bringing home. Whether you find shopping a necessary evil or something to enjoy, there are several things you should take along, as listed below.

A COOLER FILLED WITH ICE IF THE WEATHER IS HOT: You don’t want to buy 20 pounds of meat only to have it spoil in the car because your errands took longer than expected or you got caught in traffic.

YOUR SHOPPING AND PREP LISTS: Double-check that you have your lists before you leave the house. You may want to secure them to a small clipboard for easy reference and to write on as you shop.

CLUB CARDS: Remember to take your warehouse membership card and your supermarket club cards, too. You’re not shopping for supermarket bargains now, but in the event that you encounter a sale, you’ll be glad you’re prepared so you can take advantage of the savings.

THIS BOOK! If a question arises or a last-minute decision needs to be made, you can refer to our instructions while shopping.


Food Safety: Take care that your packages of raw meat do not accidentally contaminate your other groceries. Most warehouse clubs and grocery stores make plastic bags available to pack your meat separately from the rest of your groceries. We recommend you use these bags. When stacking your purchases in the grocery cart, cooler, or refrigerator, place meat on the bottom so that if a leak occurs, the juice will not drip on other foods.



4. FIX AND FREEZE! SETTING UP YOUR KITCHEN
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A clean and tidy kitchen is important for an organized and successful cooking session. Before you begin, empty the sink and dishwasher, clear the countertops, and have a large, empty trash can handy. If you’re planning to prepare several recipes at once, try to have some space cleared in your freezer so you don’t have to stop and shuffle things around to make room for your packages.

The shopping lists you made are a complete list of ingredients for the session. Set the nonperishables on the counter. It’s more efficient to do this ahead rather than locating one thing at a time during the session.

Have all your equipment handy. Keep in mind that when cooking recipes with large yields, the bowls, skillets, and pots need to be large enough to accommodate the ingredients. Get out the big stuff!

It’s not necessary to own every fancy, expensive gadget. If you don’t have everything you need in your own kitchen, ask a friend or family member to lend you equipment. As far as material goes, we prefer stainless steel to glass or plastic. Glass is heavy and breakable and plastic can be difficult to clean. The following is a list of items we suggest you have on hand:

• Extra measuring cups and spoons

• Large liquid measuring cup with a spout

• Large stainless steel bowls

• Very large stockpot (8-quart capacity or larger)

• Various sizes of sauté pans and saucepans

• Whisks, wooden mixing spoons, and nonstick spatulas

• Good-quality sharp knives, at least one per cook

• Basic first aid kit (Even the best cooks get an occasional burn or nick!)

• A variety of dishwasher-safe cutting boards to keep meat and produce separate

• Rimmed baking sheets

• Boxes, containers, or cans for holding your bags open and steady for easy filling (Refer to the packaging and freezing tips on page 15.)

• Splatter screen

• Small food chopper or a food processor (Mini food choppers can be found at a reasonable price and are sufficient for mincing garlic, onions, and ginger, and for chopping nuts.)

• Lemon zester (This tool is helpful for removing the colored part of citrus rind from the fruit without getting any of the white pith underneath. There are many versions of this tool that work well. The very small holes on a box grater will do in a pinch.)

• Cookie scoop (Use for both cookies and meatballs.)

• Pot holders, hot pads, and/or trivets

• Extra dish towels

• Countertop disinfectant

• Tape and permanent fine markers

PREP YOUR INGREDIENTS

Our recipes call for ingredients in a “ready-to-go” state. This means the ingredient list includes brief instructions for readying the items to be added to the dish. In the Teriyaki Chicken recipe, for example, the phrase “skin removed” is in the ingredient list, directly after the chicken thigh listing. Further down, the recipe calls for minced garlic and minced ginger. These recipe ready cues indicate that you should remove the skin and mince both the garlic and ginger before you begin making the recipe.

It can be helpful to make a list of preparation steps for each recipe on the back of the shopping list. One consolidated list helps to readily identify opportunities to combine tasks wherever possible. For instance, if two recipes call for chopped onion, combine the quantities and chop enough onion for both recipes at once. Having one sheet of paper with both shopping and prep lists is also convenient. It’s available for quick reference out at the store and then again back in the kitchen.

5. PUTTING IT ALL TOGETHER

[image: image]

You’ve made it! You’ve planned, shopped, and chopped. You’re almost ready to begin with the first recipe you selected. Now is also the time to create labels for the food you will be preparing. After completing your preparation tasks, get out the number of freezer bags you’ll need and label them all before moving through each recipe. It’s much easier to label flat bags than filled ones. Labels for baking dishes can be affixed to or written directly on the wrap. Labeling your entrées is the only way to avoid “freezer surprise”—that dreaded freezer meal without a name or date to indicate how long it has been in there. There are different labeling options available to you; some are listed below.

• The appendix contains sample labels for your convenience. You can photocopy the labels you need and tape them to your freezer containers. Our labels are printed with baking instructions, times, and temperatures. For easy reference, we have also noted any additional ingredients that you’ll need to have on hand. Use permanent markers to write the date on the label or directly on the freezer bag.

• If you know you’ll be keeping all the meals for yourself, use a permanent marker to write the date, recipe name, and page number on the bag. This allows you to refer to the book for the cooking instructions.

• You can also go to the Fix, Freeze, Feast page at www.storey.com and mix and match the labels you need to make Avery label templates. Create your templates online, then print them on sheets of standard Avery labels. The online templates work with Avery labels (types 5163, 5263, 5923, 5963, 8163, 8253, 8463, and 8923), available wherever office supplies are sold.

With all your freezer bags labeled and your ingredients prepped and ready in the kitchen, you can put it all together. In preparing our recipes, we encourage you to experiment. If you want to use less liquor than what’s called for, do so. Add more garlic. Use more vegetables. Try to incorporate some of your family’s preferences into your preparation. While you do so, make notes so you can remember what you did in order to duplicate your successes.


Second Generation Recipes: You will notice that several recipes in this book are grouped together and marked with our Second Generation recipe stamp. These meals are intended to be eaten without being frozen first and are the offspring of a few of our favorite recipes.

For example, Dave’s Swamp Blues Barbeque Chicken is a typical tray pack recipe that yields three entrées. The “Second Generation” recipes that follow it show you how to take one of those entrées and prepare it for use in either of these two fresh recipes: Dave’s Skillet Hash or Dave’s Barbecued Chicken Pizza. Second Generation recipes are a great way to add more mealtime variety while extending the economy and convenience of our make-ahead meals.



One of the most important things to remember as you prepare our recipes is that you must never pour a hot sauce over raw meat. To avoid food-borne illness, hot food should be kept above 140ºF and cold food should be kept below 40ºF. Anywhere in between is considered a danger zone, conducive to bacterial growth. You will need to cool all hot sauces before they can be added to raw meats. To be safe, do this as quickly as possible. When a recipe indicates you should cool a sauce, this is the proper way to do it: Pour the hot sauce into a large shallow pan. Use more than one pan if necessary, as the sauce should not be more than 4 inches deep. Leave the pan uncovered. Place the pan in the sink and carefully add cold water and ice around the pan until the water reaches the outside rim. Stir the sauce in the pan frequently. When the sauce reaches 70ºF, you can transfer it to the refrigerator to keep it cool until it’s used in the recipe. Never pour a hot sauce over raw meat.
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Food Safety: You may rarely think about food-borne illness in your day to day cooking. In all likelihood you are already practicing good food safety—washing your hands frequently, keeping raw meat separate from vegetables and condiments, and cleaning up spills promptly. When working with large volumes of food, be even more scrupulous. Use hot, soapy water to clean equipment and cooking surfaces. Keep cold foods in the refrigerator or a cooler with ice until you’re ready to use them in the recipe. Cool hot sauces according to our directions, and cook your foods to the appropriate temperatures.



CORRECTING MISTAKES

Every once in a while you’ll discover you’ve made a mistake while preparing a recipe. Don’t panic! In all our years of cooking for our families and with groups in our businesses, we’ve encountered only a few mistakes that couldn’t be fixed. The rest we were able to repair and, in some cases, preferred the “wrong” version!

We’ve designed our method to help you avoid mistakes in the first place. We’ve tested for the intensity of seasonings, how reliably an entrée comes together in your kitchen, and how well it retains its quality in the freezer. Nevertheless, mistakes still happen, and in order to avoid having to throw away food, here are some suggestions in case you face a kitchen quandary.

HOW CAN I FIX MY RECIPE IF I . . .

MEASURE AN INGREDIENT INCORRECTLY? If you add too much of one ingredient, often you can simply increase the whole recipe proportionately. See our tips on adapting recipes (page 212) for some rules of thumb.

If you put too much of a dry ingredient into a mix and it’s sitting on top of other ingredients or floating on top of a marinade, try to scoop off the excess. Chances are, you’ll be able to approximate the original amount.

FORGET TO USE AN INGREDIENT? If you’re all finished and find an unused ingredient on the counter, determine where you made the error and whether or not it will be easy to add. In a marinade, for example, you can simply add the correct amount to each bag before freezing. Alternatively, you can add it to the entrée when it comes out of the freezer, but remember to make a note of it on the label.

BUY THE WRONG MEAT? Sometimes you’ll find you end up with a cut of meat you didn’t mean to buy. The package may have been placed in the wrong section of the cooler and picked up inadvertently. One of our customers accidentally bought pork instead of beef for the Beef Barley Soup. She ended up making Pork Barley Soup and it was great. If the recipe can be adapted for the cut of meat, go ahead and use it anyway; otherwise, just pick another recipe to use with the meat that you took home.

FIND SOMETHING TOO SALTY? Salt is an ingredient that intensifies in strength in the freezer. We write our recipes to account for this, but different brands of bouillon and other seasonings can vary in saltiness. Individual tastes differ, too.

If a sauce or marinade tastes too salty to you before it goes into the freezer, you can make the sauce again, this time omitting all salt or bouillon that the recipe calls for. Mix the two sauces together. You can use the same method for a marinade, or you can add plain chicken broth or apple juice a teaspoonful at a time until the saltiness has been diluted. Please don’t taste sauces or marinades that contain raw meat!

FIND THERE’S TOO MUCH FLAVOR? Like salt, vinegar and alcohol can impart a strong, pronounced flavor. If you decide there’s too strong a vinegar or alcohol flavor for your taste, adding plain chicken broth, apple juice, or water will help balance the dish.

FIND THERE’S NOT ENOUGH FLAVOR? If you taste something before it goes into the freezer and think its flavor should be stronger, resist the temptation to doctor the seasonings. Many flavors intensify in the freezer. If you need to, you can adjust the seasoning when you cook the entrée.

BREAK OR TEAR A FREEZER BAG? Breakage is rare, and there are simple ways to keep your freezer bags intact. Hot sauces can weaken a freezer bag; that’s another reason we advise you always to cool food before placing it in a bag. Bags full of sauce or soup tend to freeze into very hard packages, so it’s best to move them very little once they’re frozen.

If you damage a bag before an entrée has been frozen, carefully transfer the contents to a new freezer bag. If you discover a tear in a bag after the food has been frozen, put the whole entrée, broken bag and all, into a new freezer bag.

FORGET TO PUT FOOD INTO THE REFRIGERATOR/FREEZER? This one can be a heartbreaker. We’ve heard a few stories from cooks who inadvertently left an entrée on the counter too long. Perishable food must be stored at a temperature below 40ºF, or it is considered unsafe to consume. Please do not risk your health; throw away any food that has not been held at a safe temperature.


SOMETIMES A MISTAKE LEADS TO A NEW FAVORITE: Sometimes you don’t realize your error until it’s too late. While testing recipes, both of us made mistakes measuring ingredients. We had to laugh at our rookie errors, but we were pleased to find that some new versions turned out better than the originals.



HELPFUL TIPS FOR PACKAGING AND FREEZING

Carefully packaging and freezing your entrées will ensure the best quality when it comes to dinner time. Here are some tips.

WHAT IS THE BEST WAY TO . . .
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POUR SAUCE INTO FREEZER BAGS? This can be a messy procedure. Here’s what we’ve found works best: Save cracker boxes, large plastic sour cream or cottage cheese tubs, or the enormous #10 cans (such as those used in the Basic Red Sauce recipe), being careful to leave a smooth edge when removing the lid. Put the freezer bag inside one of these containers and fold the top of the bag over the rim of the container. This will hold your bag open and prevent spills while you measure or pour in ingredients.

MIX MARINADES? Many of the marinades can be made in a large, clear liquid measuring cup instead of a bowl. This will help take the guesswork out when dividing the sauce among the bags.

STORE THE FINISHED ENTRÉES? We recommend always using heavy-duty freezer bags. Don’t use regular storage bags. Our recipes most often call for 1-quart and 1-gallon freezer bags, which are available in bulk at the warehouse store. Two-gallon and 1-pint freezer bags are called for occasionally and can be found at the grocery store.

PREVENT ICE CRYSTALS? Remove as much air as possible from each bag before sealing and placing it in the freezer. This will increase the freezer life of the food and keep ice crystals from forming.

AVOID LEAKS? If you’re packaging meat with bones, such as pork chops or ribs, double-bag the entrée to help avoid leaks. Simply fill the first freezer bag and seal it. Then place the sealed bag inside a second bag. Label the outer bag.

PACKAGE MEALS TO GIVE AWAY? If the recipe calls for a baking dish, you can use your own glass or metal pans. But if you decide to give a meal away, it can be a bother for both you and the recipient to worry about the container’s return. In that case, you may wish to use a disposable foil pan. Think carefully about the intended use of the meals you choose and plan to package them accordingly.

FREEZE THE CORRECT PORTIONS? Package your items according to the recipes, or, alternatively, to suit the size of your family. If you have a small family, you may want to divide entrées into smaller portions before freezing. Or you might want to divide the portions as we suggest and plan to have leftovers.

KEEP TRACK OF WHAT’S IN THE FREEZER? Keep a freezer inventory. Maintain it so you know at a glance what you have in the freezer. See the appendix for a form you can use to keep track of the contents of your freezer.

A QUESTION YOU MIGHT ASK: I have limited space in my freezer—can I still use this method? Don’t worry, this method will work even for cooks with limited freezer space. You may be surprised at how much food can fit in a standard freezer. Following are some tips for conserving freezer space.

• Choose recipes for dishes that will be stored in plastic freezer bags rather than in baking dishes. Freeze these entrées flat; once frozen, line them up vertically (as you would books on a shelf).

• Make only one or two recipes at a time.

• Pick recipes with lower yields. Stick to those recipes that make two or three entrées each rather than those that yield larger numbers.

• Consider trading entrées with a friend to maximize variety while conserving freezer space (see our community cooking suggestions, page 214).


Freezer Burn: The result of moisture loss from poorly packaged food, freezer burn creates a fuzzy and grayish-white surface on the frozen item. It’s not harmful, but it can result in an undesirable flavor and texture. Prevent freezer burn by following our freezing tips. Ice crystals are different from freezer burn. Their appearance has to do with how quickly the food has frozen. A cold freezer will create small ice crystals, and the smaller the crystals, the less they will diminish food quality. The ideal freezer temperature is between -5 and 0ºF.



6. HEAT AND EAT! THAWING AND COOKING

[image: image]

We specify in every recipe that you should completely thaw your frozen items in the refrigerator—not on the counter and never in a hot-water bath. Always thaw your food in the refrigerator. Correctly thawing meat and cooking it to appropriate temperatures are the best way to avoid food-borne illness. Skip thawing in the refrigerator only when a recipe indicates that the item can go directly from the freezer to the oven.

Cook all meat to the temperature indicated in the directions. Some meats’ temperatures will continue to rise after you remove it from the oven or grill, so you may remove the meat from the heat source when it is a few degrees below the indicated temperature as long as you are sure it will reach the required temperature before it is eaten.

Once an entrée has been thawed, you must cook it. Never thaw raw meat and then refreeze it. As the saying goes: When in doubt, throw it out!

As for the cooking methods, we have listed what we find works best for each recipe. It’s up to you if you want to alter the method. You may choose to bake a dish for which the recipe calls for grilling, or use the slow cooker instead of the oven. In many cases, an alternative cooking method will work well, but if you want to be sure of success, use the cooking method specified in the recipe.


CHAPTER ONE

CHICKEN MAIN DISHES

This chicken is excellent chopped over salad with red grapes, blue cheese, and sunflower seeds. Consider dressing the salad with our Raspberry Vinaigrette (page 186). Fresh or frozen sweet cherries in place of the raspberries bring out the cherry flavor of the chicken. —KN

CHERRY SKILLET CHICKEN

MAKES 3 ENTRÉES, 4–6 SERVINGS EACH

1 TRAY (ABOUT 6 POUNDS) BONELESS, SKINLESS CHICKEN HALF-BREASTS

1½ cups (9 ounces) chopped dried sweet cherries

1 cup hot water

1½ cups chicken broth

6 tablespoons white balsamic vinegar or white wine vinegar

3 teaspoons sugar

¾ teaspoon sea salt

Wax paper

3 one-gallon freezer bags, labeled

ON HAND FOR COOKING EACH ENTRÉE

2 teaspoons vegetable oil

1. Rinse and trim chicken as desired.

2. Lay each piece of chicken, smooth side down, between two sheets of wax paper. Using a rolling pin or a meat tenderizer, pound each chicken piece to 1 inch thick. Divide chicken evenly among the three freezer bags.

3. Put cherries in a small bowl and cover with hot water. Let stand for 5 minutes.

4. Measure ½ cup chicken broth, 2 tablespoons vinegar, 1 teaspoon sugar, and ¼ teaspoon salt into each freezer bag with chicken.

5. Drain cherries. Divide cherries equally into the freezer bags with the chicken. Seal and gently shake bag to distribute cherries.

6. Freeze.

TO COOK ONE ENTRÉE

1. Completely thaw one entrée in the refrigerator.

2. Heat oil in a large skillet over medium heat. Add the chicken and cook until it begins to brown, about 3 minutes on each side.

3. Reduce heat to medium-low and pour cherries and juice over chicken. Cover and simmer 12 to 15 minutes, or until an instant-read thermometer inserted into the thickest part of the chicken reads 170ºF.

SWEET CHERRIES

According to the Cherry Marketing Institute, there are over a thousand sweet cherry varieties. Notable national varieties such as Bing, Rainier, Chelan, or Black Tartarian are among the easiest to find locally.

This is based on a casserole I used to make with cream of chicken soup. My condensed soup days are over, but we still like this dish. In fact, it has become a family favorite, perfect for nights when we’re on the run. Serve over brown basmati rice for extra nutrition. —LT

CHICKEN-BROCCOLI BAKE

MAKES 3 ENTRÉES, 4–6 SERVINGS EACH

1 TRAY (ABOUT 6 POUNDS) BONELESS, SKINLESS CHICKEN HALF-BREASTS

½ cup (1 stick) butter

1 pound fresh white mushrooms, cleaned and sliced

¾ cup all-purpose flour

1 tablespoon chicken bouillon granules

1 tablespoon curry powder

¾ teaspoon black pepper

2 cups water

4 cups milk

2 tablespoons lemon juice

6 cups broccoli pieces (about 1¼ pounds), washed

6 cups shredded Cheddar cheese (about 1½ pounds)

1½ cups dry bread crumbs

6 one-gallon freezer bags, label 3

3 one-quart freezer bags

1. Rinse and trim chicken as desired. Cut chicken into bite-size pieces and cook in a large skillet over medium heat until no longer pink, about 30 minutes. Remove from heat and cool. Divide cooled chicken evenly among the three unlabeled 1-gallon freezer bags.

2. While chicken cools, melt butter in a separate large saucepan over medium heat. Add mushrooms and sauté until softened, about 5 minutes. Add flour and stir. Mixture will be lumpy. Cook, stirring, for 2 minutes. Add bouillon, curry powder, and pepper; stir. Gradually add water and milk; cook, stirring constantly, until sauce thickens, about 10 minutes. Whisk to make a smooth sauce. Add lemon juice only after sauce has thickened. Cool sauce.

3. Divide cooled sauce evenly over the chicken. Measure 2 cups of broccoli pieces into each bag of chicken and sauce. Seal bags.

4. Measure 2 cups cheese and ½ cup breadcrumbs into each of the three 1-quart freezer bags. Seal bags.

5. Place one bag of chicken/broccoli and one bag of cheese/breadcrumb mixture into each labeled 1-gallon bag.

6. Seal and freeze.

TO COOK ONE ENTRÉE

1. Completely thaw one entrée in the refrigerator.

2. Preheat the oven to 350ºF.

3. Place chicken and broccoli mixture in an ungreased baking dish and sprinkle with cheese and breadcrumbs. Bake, uncovered, for 35 to 40 minutes, or until the sauce is bubbling and the cheese is melted.

BE PREPARED

Notice something different? When you read these recipes, you’ll notice they are presented differently from those in a typical cookbook. Because these entrées go straight to the freezer, all the components of the meal are packaged together to eliminate last-minute dinner hassles.

Chicken, ham, and cheese—what’s not to like? When my children were very young, they would split one of these three ways: Ellen ate the chicken, Laura ate the ham, and Natalie ate the cheese! —LT

CHICKEN CORDON BLEU

MAKES 12 ROLLS

1 TRAY (ABOUT 6 POUNDS) BONELESS, SKINLESS CHICKEN HALF-BREASTS

1 cup all-purpose flour

4 eggs, lightly beaten

2 cups dry bread crumbs

12 slices Swiss cheese

12 slices deli ham

Wax paper

Plastic wrap

3 one-gallon freezer bags, labeled

ON HAND FOR COOKING EACH ENTRÉE

2 teaspoons melted butter per chicken roll

1. Rinse and trim chicken as desired.

2. Lay out three shallow dishes. Measure the flour into one, eggs into another, and breadcrumbs into the third.

3. Lay each piece of chicken, smooth side down, between two sheets of wax paper. Using a rolling pin or a meat tenderizer, pound each chicken piece to ½ inch thick. Take one piece of chicken, coat with flour, dip in egg, and then coat with breadcrumbs. Set aside. Repeat with remaining chicken pieces. Discard remaining flour, egg, and breadcrumbs.

4. Fold one piece of cheese into a small bundle and place in the middle of one slice of ham. Fold the sides of the ham in, enveloping the cheese. Place a ham/cheese bundle on the narrow end of a breaded chicken piece, roll chicken into a packet, and secure tightly by wrapping with plastic wrap. Repeat with remaining cheese, ham, and chicken. Divide chicken rolls evenly among the freezer bags.

5. Seal and freeze.

TO COOK ONE ENTRÉE

1. Remove desired number of chicken rolls from freezer. Discard plastic wrap while chicken is still frozen and place rolls in a greased baking dish. Place in the refrigerator to thaw completely.

2. Preheat the oven to 350ºF.

3. Brush each chicken roll with 2 teaspoons melted butter and bake for 45 minutes, or until an instant read thermometer inserted into the thickest part of the chicken reads 170ºF.

TOOTHPICKS?

Some rolled chicken breast recipes call for toothpicks to secure the bundles. I don’t recommend that method for this recipe because toothpicks don’t do a very good job of sealing these up tightly enough to prevent the cheese from leaking out. If you wrap each serving securely with plastic wrap, taking care to pull in the ends to create a snug bundle, it should stay together on its own when it comes out of the freezer.

This mild and creamy curry is a hit with everyone. If you’re not sure whether your family will eat curry, I suggest you start here. —LT

CHICKEN CURRY

MAKES 3 ENTRÉES, 4–6 SERVINGS EACH

1 TRAY (ABOUT 6 POUNDS) BONELESS, SKINLESS CHICKEN HALF-BREASTS

1 cup (2 sticks) butter

2 cups chopped onion (about 2 medium)

¼ cup curry powder

2 tablespoons minced ginger

2 tablespoons minced garlic (about 18 cloves)

2 tablespoons sugar

2 tablespoons chicken bouillon granules

2 teaspoons salt

1 cup all-purpose flour

4 cups water

4 cups milk

2 tablespoons lemon juice

3 one-gallon freezer bags, labeled

1. Rinse and trim chicken as desired. Cut chicken into bite-size pieces and cook in a large skillet over medium heat until no longer pink, about 30 minutes. Remove from heat and cool. Divide cooled chicken evenly among freezer bags.

2. While chicken cools, melt butter in a separate large saucepan over medium heat. Add onions and cook, stirring, until soft, about 5 minutes. Add curry powder, ginger, garlic, sugar, bouillon, and salt; cook, stirring, for 2 minutes. Add flour and cook, stirring, 2 minutes longer. Mixture will be like a paste. Gradually add the water and milk; cook, stirring constantly, until the sauce has thickened. Whisk to make a smooth sauce. Add lemon juice only after sauce has thickened. Cool sauce.

3. Divide cooled sauce evenly over the chicken.

4. Seal and freeze.

TO COOK ONE ENTRÉE

1. Completely thaw one entrée in the refrigerator.

2. In a large skillet over medium heat, bring the chicken and curry sauce to a simmer and cook until heated through. Do not boil.

3. Serve curry over your favorite rice.

ACCOM PANIM ENTS FOR CURRY

Arrange a platter of toppings so your guests can select their favorite flavors to sprinkle over dinner. The platter could include: toasted coconut, toasted almonds, fresh apple pieces, pineapple tidbits, raisins, dried cranberries, chopped scallions, mango chutney, hot chili paste, and/or sweet chili sauce.

Many recipes for this dish call for frying the chicken. I find that messy and time-consuming, so I developed this baked version. This entrée pairs nicely with your favorite pasta and a little extra red sauce. —LT

CHICKEN PARMIGIANA

MAKES 3 ENTRÉES, 4 SERVINGS EACH

1 TRAY (ABOUT 6 POUNDS) BONELESS, SKINLESS CHICKEN HALF-BREASTS

1 cup all-purpose flour

4 eggs, lightly beaten

2 cups dry bread crumbs

12 slices mozzarella cheese

6 cups Basic Red Sauce (page 178)

Plastic wrap

3 one-gallon freezer bags, labeled

3 one-quart freezer bags

1. Rinse and trim chicken as desired. Lay out three shallow dishes. Measure the flour into one, eggs into another, and breadcrumbs into the third.

2. Slightly flatten the chicken by laying each piece, smooth side down, on your cutting board, and using the palm of your hand to press down on the thickest part of the chicken. Take one piece of chicken, coat with flour, dip in egg, and then coat with breadcrumbs. Repeat with remaining chicken pieces. Place coated chicken in one layer on a rimmed baking sheet.

3. When all chicken is coated, place in the freezer for 1 hour. Discard remaining flour, egg, and breadcrumbs.

4. Into each 1-quart freezer bag, measure 2 cups red sauce. Seal.

5. Divide cheese into three portions of 4 slices each; wrap in plastic wrap. Divide frozen chicken evenly among the 1-gallon freezer bags. Place one bag sauce and one packet of cheese into each bag of chicken.

6. Seal and freeze.

TO COOK ONE ENTRÉE

1. Completely thaw one entrée in the refrigerator.

2. Preheat the oven to 375ºF.

3. Place chicken in a greased baking dish. Bake, uncovered, for 20 minutes. Pour red sauce evenly over each piece of chicken and continue baking for 10 minutes longer, or until an instant-read thermometer inserted into the thickest part of the chicken reads 170ºF. Place a slice of cheese on top of each piece of chicken and bake until melted.

I was working on a new barbecue sauce in the kitchen one Sunday afternoon when the radio program This American Life was playing swamp blues. The kitchen felt like the back porch instead of the back end of a greasy spoon for a change. I happened upon the right mix of ingredients to create a tangy new sauce. It was just the right thing for just the right lazy summer day. Following this recipe are two more that use this barbecued chicken as the main ingredient. —KN

DAVE’S SWAMP BLUES

BARBECUED CHICKEN

MAKES 3 ENTRÉES, 4 SERVINGS EACH

1 TRAY (ABOUT 6 POUNDS) BONELESS, SKINLESS CHICKEN HALF-BREASTS

2 teaspoons vegetable oil

1 cup chopped onion (about 1 medium)

2¼ cups ketchup

½ cup water

¼ cup bourbon

2 tablespoons lime juice

1 tablespoon smoked paprika

1 tablespoon brown sugar

4 teaspoons jerk seasoning (such as Penzeys, or try our handmade version on the following page)

3 one-gallon freezer bags, labeled

1. Heat oil in a large saucepan over medium heat. Add onion; cook, stirring, until soft, 2 to 3 minutes. Add ketchup, water, bourbon, lime juice, paprika, brown sugar, and jerk seasoning. Reduce heat; simmer 30 minutes, stirring frequently. Cool sauce.

2. While sauce is cooling, rinse and trim chicken as desired. Divide chicken evenly among the three freezer bags. Divide cooled sauce evenly over the chicken.

3. Seal and freeze.

TO COOK ONE ENTRÉE

1. Completely thaw one entrée in the refrigerator.

2. Prepare a medium-low fire in a gas or charcoal grill.

3. Grill chicken, turning every 5 minutes and basting frequently with the marinade, over medium-low heat for 30 minutes, or until an instant-read thermometer inserted into the thickest part of the chicken reads 170ºF. Do not baste chicken during last 5 minutes of grilling.

HANDMADE JERK SEASONING

Making your own jerk seasoning is as easy as mixing together the following spices:

1 teaspoon cayenne pepper, 1 teaspoon ground allspice,

½ teaspoon black pepper, ½ teaspoon ground cinnamon,

½ teaspoon dried thyme, ½ teaspoon ground nutmeg

FAMILY MATTERS

My uncle Dave passed away in early 2005. I learned of his passing minutes before we met to work on this book. He loved to cook, too. I managed to rescue his Penzeys spice collection from the trash. Uncle Dave is the person who introduced me to their spices. The jerk seasoning I used in this recipe went straight from his cupboard to mine as my “inheritance.” And so I dedicate this recipe to my uncle Dave, who called me “sparrow legs,” tricked me into eating squirrel and rabbit, loved Elvis, cooked well, endured so much, and was loved by many. Including me.

SECOND-GENERATION RECIPE

I tried this recipe out on my dad several times before getting it right. My grandma used to make hash for him and his three brothers when he was a boy. Grandma’s cooking was legendary in the family as well as in her township, where she and Grandpa Bill ran a tavern and eatery. I’m sure this hash isn’t as good as hers—it’s hard to compete with a son’s memory of his mother’s fine cooking, after all. Yet, Dave’s Skillet Hash has managed to win his approval. —KN

DAVE’S SKILLET HASH

MAKES 6–8 SERVINGS

2 DAVE’S SWAMP BLUES BARBECUED CHICKEN HALF-BREASTS, GRILLED AND CHOPPED (PAGE 30)

1 tablespoon grapeseed oil

3½ cups (uncooked) cubed potatoes (about 1¼ pounds)

1 cup chopped onion (about 1 medium)

½ cup chopped green bell pepper

½ cup chopped red bell pepper

¾ cup chicken broth 1 teaspoon black pepper

½ teaspoon salt

½ teaspoon smoked paprika

¼ teaspoon crushed red pepper flakes

¾ cup shredded Cheddar cheese (about 3 ounces)

1. Heat oil in a deep skillet or Dutch oven over medium heat. Add potatoes and cook, stirring frequently, for 10 minutes. Add onion and green and red bell peppers; cook, stirring, 5 minutes longer. Pour in chicken broth. Sprinkle in black pepper, salt, paprika, and crushed red pepper and stir to combine.

2. Reduce heat, cover, and cook, stirring frequently, 10 to 15 minutes, or until the potatoes are soft. Add chicken, re-cover pan, and cook 5 minutes longer. Top with cheese and return pan to the oven. Serve when cheese is melted.

SECOND-GENERATION RECIPE

This is my family’s favorite handmade pizza. You can make your own dough, like me, or you can find commercially made or boxed dough mixes at the grocery store. Lately I’ve noticed that some clubs are beginning to sell pizza dough by the case. There are lots of options. Just be sure to get enough dough to cover a 16-inch round or standard (15- by 10-inch) baking sheet. —KN

DAVE’S BARBECUED CHICKEN PIZZA

MAKES 6–8 SERVINGS

2 DAVE’S SWAMP BLUES BARBECUED CHICKEN HALF-BREASTS, GRILLED AND THINLY SLICED (PAGE 30)

1 pizza dough (about 24 ounces)

½ cup pizza sauce

1 tablespoon smoke-flavored barbecue sauce

3½ cups shredded mozzarella cheese (about 14 ounces)

½ cup shredded Cotija cheese (about 2 ounces)

1. Preheat the oven to 400ºF.

2. Roll dough to the desired shape and size. Mix pizza sauce and barbecue sauce in a small bowl; spread over dough. Discard remaining sauce.

3. Spread mozzarella over sauce; top with chicken and sprinkle over shredded Cotija.

4. Bake pizza for 15 to 18 minutes, or until crust is golden brown and mozzarella is melted.

COTIJA CHEESE

Often compared to feta cheese because of its tangy flavor, Cotija is a common ingredient in Mexican cooking. It is available at Latino markets and more and more at grocery stores. Call first to check for availability before making a special trip. You’re likely to find it near the deli in the specialty cheese case.

This recipe, another collaborative creation of ours, is simply outstanding. These rolls are perfect as a main dish on their own or as a potluck contribution. To feed a crowd, cut each piece of chicken into four smaller pieces after cooking. At home, complement the dish with a fresh citrus-jicama fruit salad. —KN / LT

MARIACHI CHICKEN ROLLS

MAKES 3 ENTRÉES, 4 SERVINGS EACH

1 TRAY (ABOUT 6 POUNDS) BONELESS, SKINLESS CHICKEN HALF-BREASTS

1 large red bell pepper, diced

4 scallions, chopped

1 (2¼-ounce) can chopped black olives (about ½ cup)

3 (8-ounce) packages light cream cheese, cubed and softened

3 cups prepared salsa

Paprika

Three 8-inch square baking dishes, greased

Plastic wrap Aluminum foil

1. Combine pepper, scallions, and black olives in a small bowl. Set aside.

2. Blend cream cheese and salsa in a large bowl with an electric mixer. Set aside.

3. Rinse and trim chicken as desired. Slightly flatten the chicken by laying each piece, smooth side down, on a cutting board, and using the palm of your hand to press down on the thickest part of the chicken. Place 2 tablespoons of the pepper mixture near the wide end of each piece of chicken. Starting with the widest part of the breast, roll the chicken around the filling. Repeat with remaining chicken pieces. Divide rolls among the three baking dishes.

4. Divide cream cheese mixture evenly over each dish of chicken. Sprinkle with paprika to taste.

5. Wrap each dish entirely in plastic wrap. Top with foil, label, and freeze.

TO COOK ONE ENTRÉE

1. Completely thaw one entrée in the refrigerator.

2. Preheat the oven to 350ºF.

3. Remove foil and plastic wrap from dish and replace foil. Bake, covered, for 1 hour, or until an instant-read thermometer inserted into the center of a roll reads 170ºF.

FLASH FREEZING TIPS

To save space in the freezer and free up your dishes, consider flash freezing. This method allows you to individually freeze the rolls and store them in freezer bags instead of in the baking dishes. To flash freeze, evenly space rolls on a rimmed baking sheet and freeze. When the rolls are frozen solid, remove them from the freezer and divide them evenly among three labeled 1-gallon freezer bags. Divide the cream cheese mixture evenly among three 1-quart freezer bags. Place one bag of cream cheese mixture inside each bag of chicken. Seal and freeze. When it’s time to cook, place the frozen chicken in a greased baking dish and thaw in the refrigerator. Thaw the cream cheese mixture in the refrigerator as well. When the cheese mixture has thawed, pour it over the rolls, top with paprika, and bake as directed.

This is a recipe that Lindsay and I worked on together. It was fun to test our new concoction and get rave reviews. Of all the dishes I cook, this is my mother-in-law’s favorite. When I recently asked her what she might like for Christmas, she suggested that I make this recipe and leave the entrées in the freezer for her. I ended up leaving this and a dozen more. She was absolutely thrilled! Top this curry with any of the accompaniments listed on page 27. —KN / LT

MANGO-CRANBERRY CHICKEN

MAKES 4 ENTRÉES, 4 SERVINGS EACH

1 TRAY (ABOUT 6 POUNDS) BONELESS, SKINLESS CHICKEN HALF-BREASTS

½ cup chopped dried mango (about 4 ounces)

¼ cup dried cranberries

[image: image] cup boiling water

2 (9-ounce) jars mango chutney (about 2 cups)

½ cup rice vinegar

¼ cup minced onion

1 tablespoon minced garlic (about 9 cloves)

1 tablespoon toasted sesame oil

1 tablespoon curry powder

4 one-gallon freezer bags, labeled

1. Rinse and trim chicken and cut into bite-size strips. Divide the chicken evenly among the four 1-gallon freezer bags.

2. Place mango and cranberries in a medium bowl and cover with boiling water; stir. Add chutney, vinegar, onion, garlic, sesame oil, and curry powder; stir. Divide cooled sauce evenly over the chicken.

3. Seal and freeze.

TO COOK ONE ENTRÉE

1. Completely thaw one entrée in the refrigerator.

2. Simmer chicken and sauce in a large skillet over medium heat until meat is thoroughly cooked, 15 to 20 minutes.

3. Serve hot over rice or noodles.

This dish retains the distinctive flavor of the liquor after it is cooked. If you prefer more subtle flavors, consider cutting the rum in half. I serve this with a fruit salad featuring red grapes, pineapple, mango, or peaches. —KN

MOLASSES-RUM CHICKEN

MAKES 3 ENTRÉES, 4 SERVINGS EACH

1 TRAY (ABOUT 6 POUNDS) BONELESS, SKINLESS CHICKEN HALF-BREASTS

1½ cups blackstrap rum (such as Cruzan), or other dark rum

¾ cup prepared barbecue sauce

[image: image] cup lime juice

3 tablespoons molasses

3 tablespoons hot pepper sauce

2 tablespoons vegetable oil

1 tablespoon salt

3 one-gallon freezer bags, labeled

1. Rinse and trim chicken as desired. Divide chicken evenly among the three freezer bags.

2. Combine rum, barbecue sauce, lime juice, molasses, hot pepper sauce, oil, and salt in a large bowl. Divide the marinade evenly over the chicken.

3. Seal and freeze.

TO COOK ONE ENTRÉE

1. Completely thaw one entrée in the refrigerator.

2. Prepare a medium-low fire in a gas or charcoal grill.

3. Grill chicken, turning occasionally, for 30 minutes, or until an instant-read thermometer inserted into the thickest part of the chicken reads 170ºF. Discard remaining marinade.

Here’s a wonderful family-friendly recipe from our friend Shawnee, who told us: “My youngest loves those well-known fast food chicken bites. Looking for a healthier alternative, I combined and adapted several recipes to come up with a baked variation that the whole family enjoys.” Try any leftover chicken strips chopped and served over salad with candied pecans, blue cheese, and honey mustard dressing. —KN / LT

PECAN-CRUSTED CHICKEN STRIPS

MAKES 3 ENTRÉES, ABOUT 12 STRIPSEACH

1 TRAY (ABOUT 6 POUNDS) BONELESS, SKINLESS CHICKEN HALF-BREASTS

2 cups honey

1 cup spicy brown mustard

¾ cup olive oil

1 tablespoon salt

1 tablespoon granulated garlic

1 tablespoon black pepper

3 cups panko (Japanese breadcrumbs)

1½ cups (8 ounces) pecans, finely ground

6 one-gallon freezer bags, label 3

3 one-quart freezer bags

1. Rinse and trim chicken as desired. Cut each half-breast lengthwise into three strips. Divide chicken evenly among the three unlabeled 1-gallon freezer bags.

2. Combine honey, mustard, oil, salt, garlic, and pepper in a medium bowl. Divide sauce evenly over the chicken.

3. Seal bags.

4. Into each of the three 1-quart freezer bags, measure 1 cup panko and ½ cup pecans; seal. Place one bag of chicken and one bag of pecan/breadcrumb mixture into each labeled 1-gallon bag.

5. Seal and freeze.

TO COOK ONE ENTRÉE

1. Completely thaw one entrée in the refrigerator.

2. Preheat the oven to 350ºF.

3. Place breadcrumb mixture on a plate. Shake excess sauce off each piece of chicken, roll in crumbs, and place on a greased baking sheet.

4. Bake for 30 minutes, or until chicken pulls apart easily and is no longer pink in the thickest part, and crust is golden.

DOUBLE THE SAVINGS

Once you get the hang of our Tray Pack Method, you can begin making groups of recipes that use similar ingredients. This will allow you to take advantage of warehouse club pricing while also reducing waste.

Take honey as an example. Purchasing honey at the grocery store can cost 2 to 4 times more per ounce than at the warehouse club. Yet, to get that great price, you must buy a great amount—96 ounces (6 pounds) at our local club versus 32 ounces (2 pounds) at the grocery store. Instead of passing up the value or having most of the bottle go unused, why not select several recipes that use large amounts of honey? The 8 cups of honey in that 96-ounce container can be used in one cooking session to make Pecan–Crusted Chicken Strips, Honey–Glazed Chicken Thighs, Honey and Spice Pork Kabobs, and Granola. Together, these recipes use 7 of the 8 cups in the large container, leaving a reasonable bit for day-to-day use.

The delicious handmade barbecue sauce in this dish, featuring port, offers more complex flavors than most other barbecue sauces. Feel free to pump up the zip by adding more crushed red pepper. Try this chicken in our Port BBQ Sauce Chicken Salad and on our Port BBQ Sauce Chicken Pizza on the following two pages. —KN

PORT BARBECUED CHICKEN

MAKES 3 ENTRÉES, 4 SERVINGS EACH

1 TRAY (ABOUT 6 POUNDS) BONELESS, SKINLESS CHICKEN HALF-BREASTS

½ cup (1 stick) butter

5 ounces shallots, minced (about 1 cup)

1½ tablespoons dry mustard

1½ teaspoons crushed red pepper flakes

2 cups ketchup

¾ cup Worcestershire sauce

[image: image] cup port
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½ cup packed dark brown sugar

¼ cup soy sauce

1 tablespoon molasses

3 one-gallon freezer bags, labeled

1. Melt butter in a large saucepan over medium heat. Add shallots; cook, stirring, 5 minutes. Add dry mustard and crushed red pepper; cook, stirring, 2 minutes longer, or until shallots are tender. Add ketchup, Worcestershire sauce, port, water, brown sugar, soy sauce, and molasses. Bring to a boil; reduce heat and simmer, stirring frequently, 20 minutes. Cool sauce.

2. While sauce is cooling, rinse and trim chicken as desired. Divide chicken evenly among the three freezer bags.

3. Divide cooled sauce evenly over the chicken.

4. Seal and freeze.

TO COOK ONE ENTRÉE

1. Completely thaw one entrée in the refrigerator.

2. Prepare a medium-low fire in a gas or charcoal grill.

3. Cook chicken, turning every 5 minutes and basting frequently with the marinade, for 30 minutes, or until an instant-read thermometer inserted into the thickest part of the chicken reads 170ºF. Do not baste chicken during last 5 minutes of grilling.

4. Boil remaining sauce for at least 5 minutes if you wish to serve it with the chicken.

SHALLOTS

You can find shallots near the onions and garlic in your grocery store’s produce section. Some people find the flavor of shallots to be a cross between a mild, sweet onion and garlic. Minced shallots will also add wonderful flavor to your favorite vinaigrette.

When I lived in the Seattle area, I wasted no time in trying all kinds of new restaurants and pubs. I came across a barbecued-chicken salad at one local restaurant that kept me coming back. I created this recipe to mimic the flavors in that memorable dish. —KN

CHICKEN SALAD

WITH PORT BARBECUE SAUCE

MAKES 4 SERVINGS

2 PORT BARBECUE CHICKEN IN SAUCE HALF-BREASTS, GRILLED AND THINLY SLICED (PAGE 40)

2 large hearts of romaine lettuce, rinsed and torn into bite-size pieces

1 cup black beans, rinsed and drained

1 cup frozen roasted corn

1 onion, sliced and caramelized (see note)

2 Roma tomatoes, quartered lengthwise

1 avocado, pitted, peeled, and cut into 8 wedges

½ cup ranch dressing

½ cup honey barbecue sauce

1. Place ¼ of the lettuce on each of four plates. Top lettuce with ¼ cup black beans, ¼ cup corn, ¼ of the chicken, ¼ of the onion, 2 tomato slices, and 2 avocado wedges.

2. Set out ranch dressing and barbecue sauce, allowing each person to use and combine dressings as desired. You may wish to thin the ranch a bit with water so that it pours easily and can be combined with the barbecue sauce.

CARAM ELIZED ONIONS

To make caramelized onions, thinly slice an onion cut in half. Melt one tablespoon butter in a small skillet over medium-low heat. Brown onion strings slowly in butter, stirring occasionally, for 20 minutes. Stir in ½ teaspoon honey and cook an additional 5 minutes. The finished onions add a wonderful touch of sweetness and texture to salads, pizzas, and vegetables.

Every so often, we allow our kids to invite friends over for pizza and movie night. I always invite the parents to come, too. Recently we parents were having such a good time together we actually got shushed by the kids! I usually make three pizzas on these nights: cheese, olive, and either Port Barbecue Sauce Chicken or Dave’s Barbecued Chicken Pizza (page 33). This port-sauce pizza is so good that the extra calories of a pizza dinner are worth the splurge. —KN

CHICKEN PIZZA

WITH PORT BARBECUE SAUCE

MAKES 6 – 8 SERVINGS

2 PORT BARBECUE CHICKEN IN SAUCE HALF-BREASTS, GRILLED AND THINLY SLICED (PAGE 40)

1 pizza dough (about 24 ounces)

½ cup pizza sauce

1 tablespoon honey barbecue sauce

3½ cups shredded mozzarella cheese (about 14 ounces)

½ cup shredded Asiago cheese

1. Preheat the oven to 400ºF.

2. Roll dough to the desired shape and size. Mix pizza sauce and barbecue sauce in a small bowl; spread over dough.

3. Spread mozzarella over sauce; top with chicken and sprinkle over shredded Asiago.

4. Bake pizza for 15 to 18 minutes, or until crust is golden brown and mozzarella is melted.

As a practical, everyday cook, I usually don’t bother with fancy food. But if I’m expecting special dinner guests, these rolls are great to have on hand. Since they are flash frozen, I can make up a batch and then pull them out a day or so before my event as the RSVPs roll in. —KN

CHICKEN ROLLS

WITH CRISPY ALMOND/RYE BREADING

MAKES 3 ENTRÉES, 4 SERVINGS EACH

1 TRAY (ABOUT 6 POUNDS) BONELESS, SKINLESS CHICKEN HALF-BREASTS

12 rye crispbread (such as Wasa) crackers, ground into crumbs, (See Note)

¾ cup smoked almonds, finely ground

3 egg whites, lightly beaten

1 (8-ounce) package cream cheese

Wax paper

12–14 toothpicks

6 one-gallon freezer bags, double bagged, label 3

NOTE: Use a food processor to finely grind rye crispbreads and smoked almonds.

1. Rinse and trim chicken as desired. Lay out two shallow dishes. Combine rye crispbread crumbs and ground almonds in one dish. To keep breading from absorbing excess moisture from the eggs, pour half the breading mixture into a small bowl and set aside; use this to refill the shallow breading dish as it empties. Put the egg whites in the second dish.

2. Working with 4 to 6 half-breasts at a time, lay each piece of chicken, smooth side down, between two sheets of wax paper. Pound chicken to ½-inch thickness with a rolling pin or meat tenderizer. Note the number of chicken pieces. Set chicken aside.

3. Slice the block of cream cheese lengthwise into two long strips, then cut the strips into cubes equal to the number of chicken half-breasts.

4. Spread one cream cheese cube on each piece of chicken. Starting from the widest end of each half-breast, roll the chicken and secure the end with a toothpick. Dip the chicken into the egg whites, then roll through the breadcrumb mixture until well covered. Place each chicken roll on a rimmed baking sheet. Discard remaining egg and breading.

5. Place coated chicken rolls in freezer for 1 hour. Divide frozen rolls evenly among the double-bagged freezer bags. Seal and return to freezer.

TO COOK ONE ENTRÉE

1. Remove rolls from freezer and place in a greased 9-inch square baking dish. Cover and place in the refrigerator to thaw completely.

2. Preheat the oven to 350ºF.

3. Bake, uncovered, for 45 to 60 minutes, or until an instant-read thermometer inserted into the thickest part of a roll reads 170ºF.

CHEESE FILLING

Cream cheese is a mild filling that appeals to many. More adventurous cooks can try different types of cheese. The cheese sections of the warehouse clubs are always expanding to include new varieties and flavors. A little gorgonzola mixed into the cream cheese? Boursin brand spreadable cheese? Feel free to experiment!

This recipe is based on several recipes and is the culmination of years of experimentation. At the time I created it, my husband’s aunt was lending me copies of Bon Appetit and Gourmet magazines. This was in the pre-children phase of my life, when I had the time to read Home Cooking and Sunset also. My inspiration likely came from these sources, and was cultivated through years of feedback from my family. Children particularly enjoy the sweet Asian flavors of this marinated chicken breast. —KN

SWEET ASIAN CHICKEN

MAKES 3 ENTRÉES, 4 SERVINGS EACH

1 TRAY (ABOUT 6 POUNDS) BONELESS, SKINLESS CHICKEN HALF-BREASTS

1 cup packed brown sugar

1 cup soy sauce

¼ cup lime juice

½ teaspoon curry powder

3 tablespoons minced garlic (about 25 cloves)

2¼ teaspoons crushed red pepper flakes

3 one-gallon freezer bags, labeled

ON HAND FOR COOKING EACH ENTRÉE INDOORS

2 teaspoons peanut oil

1. Rinse and trim chicken as desired. Divide chicken evenly among the three freezer bags.

2. Combine the brown sugar, soy sauce, lime juice, and curry powder in a medium bowl. Divide marinade evenly over the chicken.

3. Measure 1 tablespoon minced garlic and ¾ teaspoon crushed red pepper into each bag.

4. Seal and freeze.

TO COOK ONE ENTRÉE

This entrée can be prepared outdoors on a grill or in the kitchen on your stovetop.

1. Completely thaw one entrée in the refrigerator.

FOR OUTDOOR COOKING

1. Prepare a medium-low fire in a gas or charcoal grill.

2. Cook chicken, turning every 5 minutes and basting frequently with the marinade, for 30 minutes, or until an instant-read thermometer inserted into the thickest part of the chicken reads 170ºF. Do not baste chicken during last 5 minutes of grilling. Discard remaining marinade.

FOR INDOOR COOKING

Cut marinated chicken into ½-inch strips. Heat the oil in a wok or large skillet. Stir-fry chicken over medium heat for about 25 minutes, or until pieces pull apart easily and are no longer pink in the center. Serve with soba noodles or rice and sweet Asian coleslaw.

ABOUT MIXING MARINADES

In this recipe and in many others in the book, we ask you to divide the marinade evenly over the meat in the bags. Then, in a second step, you measure other ingredients, such as minced garlic, directly into each bag. We have found that certain ingredients will either sink to the bottom or float on top of a thin marinade, resulting in uneven distribution when the mixture is poured into the bags of meat. After you have all the ingredients in each bag, seal it and gently shake to combine its contents.

I developed this recipe after I noticed that an entrée by this name was a favorite restaurant choice of several of my girlfriends. If your dinner guests aren’t familiar with this popular Thai dish, describe it as chicken in a spicy coconut milk sauce, served over fresh spinach and rice. —LT

SWIMMING RAMA

MAKES 3 ENTRÉES, 4–6 SERVINGS EACH

1 TRAY (ABOUT 6 POUNDS) BONELESS, SKINLESS CHICKEN HALF-BREASTS

3 (14-ounce) cans coconut milk

¼ cup fish sauce

2 tablespoons red curry paste

1 tablespoon honey

1½ cups dry-roasted unsalted peanuts, finely ground

3 one-gallon freezer bags, labeled

ON HAND FOR COOKING EACH ENTRÉE

Fresh spinach leaves

Steamed rice

1. Rinse and trim chicken as desired. Cut chicken into bite-size pieces.

2. Combine coconut milk, fish sauce, curry paste, and honey in a large skillet and bring to a simmer over medium heat. Add chicken and cook until no longer pink, about 20 minutes. Stir in ground peanuts. Remove from heat and cool.

3. Divide cooled chicken and sauce evenly among freezer bags.

4. Seal and freeze.

TO COOK ONE ENTRÉE

1. Completely thaw one entrée in the refrigerator.

2. In a large skillet over medium heat, bring the chicken and sauce to a simmer and cook until heated through. Do not boil.

3. To serve, place a handful of fresh spinach leaves on each person’s plate. Top with a generous serving of chicken and sauce. Pass hot steamed rice at the table.

Don’t let the cayenne scare you away from these tasty chicken fingers. They’re great for lunch, dinner on the run, or as a party appetizer. Try dipping them in commercial salsa ranch dressing or chipotle barbecue sauce. Or slice the cooked fingers and serve atop salad or in wraps with black beans and other ingredients. —KN

TEX-MEX CHICKEN FINGERS

MAKES 3 ENTRÉES, ABOUT 12 FINGERS EACH

1 TRAY (ABOUT 6 POUNDS) BONELESS, SKINLESS CHICKEN HALF-BREASTS

4 eggs, lightly beaten

6 cups plain dry bread crumbs

3 tablespoons ground cumin

3 tablespoons granulated garlic

2 tablespoons chili powder

1 tablespoon salt

1 tablespoon cayenne pepper

Plastic wrap

3 one-gallon freezer bags, labeled

1. Rinse and trim chicken as desired. Cut each half-breast lengthwise into three strips. Set aside.

2. Place eggs in a shallow dish.

3. Combine breadcrumbs, cumin, garlic, chili powder, salt, and cayenne in a large bowl.

4. Dip each piece of chicken first into the egg and then into the breadcrumb mixture. Place breaded chicken pieces onto one or more baking sheets. Cover with plastic wrap and freeze until solid.

5. Once the chicken fingers are frozen, remove from baking sheets and divide evenly among the 1-gallon freezer bags. Seal and return to the freezer.

TO COOK ONE ENTRÉE

1. Completely thaw one entrée in the refrigerator.

2. Preheat the oven to 350ºF.

3. Bake chicken fingers on a greased baking sheet for 30 minutes, or until chicken pulls apart easily and is no longer pink in the center of the thickest portion.

The first time I tested this recipe on my family, my six-year-old enjoyed the dish so much, she ate an entire half-breast herself—and asked for seconds. It has since become a family favorite. My cousin Taryn enjoys using the leftover chicken in taco salads with the works: avocado, fresh cherry tomatoes, fresh salsa, and a sprinkling of Cotija cheese. —KN

TEQUILA-LIME CHICKEN

MAKES 3 ENTRÉES, 4 SERVINGS EACH

1 TRAY (ABOUT 6 POUNDS) BONELESS, SKINLESS CHICKEN HALF-BREASTS

¾ cup soy sauce

½ cup bottled margarita mix

3 tablespoons tequila

3 tablespoons lime juice

1 tablespoon dry mustard

3 teaspoons minced garlic (about 9 cloves)

3 one-gallon freezer bags, labeled

1. Rinse and trim chicken as desired. Divide chicken evenly among the freezer bags.

2. Combine soy sauce, margarita mix, tequila, lime juice, and mustard in a medium bowl. Divide marinade evenly over the chicken. Into each bag measure 1 teaspoon minced garlic.

3. Seal and freeze.

TO COOK ONE ENTRÉE

This entrée can be prepared outdoors on a grill or in the kitchen using your broiler.

1. Completely thaw one entrée in the refrigerator.

TEQUILA TIP

Those large bottles of tequila can be costly. If this recipe is the only reason to have tequila on hand, look for the tiny 50-mL bottle at your liquor store. You’ll find you have enough for this recipe with a few drops left over.

FOR OUTDOOR COOKING

1. Prepare a medium-low fire in a gas or charcoal grill.

2. Cook chicken, turning every 5 minutes and basting frequently with the marinade, for 30 minutes, or until an instant-read thermometer inserted into the thickest part of the chicken reads 170ºF. Do not baste chicken during last 5 minutes of grilling. Discard remaining marinade.

FOR INDOOR COOKING

Slice each breast in half horizontally, so that no piece is more than 1 inch thick. Arrange the chicken slices on a greased broiler pan. Broil chicken 5 inches from the broiler, turning frequently and basting, for 15 to 20 minutes, or until an instant-read thermometer inserted into the thickest part of the chicken reads 170ºF. Do not baste chicken during last 5 minutes of grilling. Discard remaining marinade.

Another delicious recipe from our friend Shawnee. She says, “Cashews are such a delicious addition to a dish. Technically not a nut but a seed, cashews dare you to eat just a few. They actually have a lower fat content than almonds, walnuts, pecans, and peanuts, and are packed with nutrients.” —KN / LT

CASHEW CHICKEN STIR-FRY

MAKES 3 ENTRÉES, 4 – 6 SERVINGS EACH

1 TRAY (ABOUT 6 POUNDS) BONELESS, SKINLESS CHICKEN THIGHS

¾ cup soy sauce

[image: image] cup red wine or cooking sherry

1 tablespoon fish sauce

3 teaspoons minced garlic (about 9 cloves)

2¼ teaspoons minced ginger

1½ teaspoons crushed red pepper flakes

3 cups unsalted cashews

6 one-gallon freezer bags, label 3

3 sandwich bags

ON HAND FOR COOKING EACH ENTRÉE

½ pound assorted fresh vegetables, cut into 1-inch pieces for stir-frying

2 teaspoons sesame oil

1. Rinse chicken and cut into bite-size pieces. Divide the chicken evenly among the three unlabeled 1-gallon freezer bags.

2. Combine the soy sauce, wine, and fish sauce in a medium bowl. Divide marinade evenly over the chicken. Into each bag measure 1 teaspoon garlic, ¾ teaspoon ginger, and ½ teaspoon crushed red pepper. Seal bags.

3. Put 1 cup cashews into each of the sandwich bags and seal.

4. Place a bag of chicken and a bag of cashews into each of the labeled 1-gallon bags. Seal and freeze.

TO COOK ONE ENTRÉE

1. Completely thaw one entrée in the refrigerator.

2. Heat sesame oil in a wok or large skillet. Stir-fry chicken and sauce over medium-high heat until meat is cooked through, 20 to 25 minutes. Remove chicken from the pan.

3. Add vegetables and stir-fry until tender crisp, about 5 minutes. Return chicken to pan and stir to combine. Sprinkle with cashews and serve.

WHERE’S THE FISH SAUCE?

Fish sauce, a condiment used in Southeast Asian cuisine, adds depth to marinades and stir-fry sauces. Look for it in the Asian aisle at your supermarket. There you’ll also find toasted sesame oil, hoisin sauce, mango chutney, coconut milk, and red curry paste, which are called for in several other recipes.

These kabobs make a delightful alternative to the usual fare, and they’re easy to prepare year round. If you plan to use disposable wooden skewers, remember to soak them in water before threading on the chicken. Whether grilled or broiled, the kabobs pair well with sticky white rice and steamed fresh vegetables. —KN / LT

PEANUT SATAY

MAKES 3 ENTRÉES, 4 – 6 SERVINGS EACH

1 TRAY (ABOUT 6 POUNDS) BONELESS, SKINLESS CHICKEN THIGHS

¾ cup natural chunky peanut butter

½ cup orange juice concentrate, thawed

[image: image] cup soy sauce

1 tablespoon minced ginger

2 teaspoons orange zest

½ teaspoon hot pepper sauce

5 scallions, chopped (about ¾ cup)

3 one-gallon freezer bags, labeled

ON HAND FOR COOKING EACH ENTRÉE

8 (9-inch) wooden or metal skewers

1. Rinse chicken and cut into ½ inch strips. Divide chicken evenly among the three 1-gallon bags.

2. Combine peanut butter, juice concentrate, soy sauce, ginger, orange zest, and hot pepper sauce in a medium bowl; divide evenly over the chicken. Into each bag measure about ¼ cup scallions.

3. Seal and gently shake bag to distribute scallions. Freeze.

WHAT IS ZEST?

When a recipe calls for the zest of a citrus fruit, it’s referring to the colorful part of the skin. Don’t confuse the zest with the white pith part, between the fruit and zest, as it can be quite bitter. To remove the zest, wash and dry the fruit. Then, using a zester or fine grater, gently shave the colorful, outermost part of the peel.

TO COOK ONE ENTRÉE

This entrée can be prepared outdoors on a grill or in the kitchen using your broiler.

1. Completely thaw one entrée in the refrigerator.

FOR OUTDOOR COOKING

1. Prepare a medium-low fire in a gas or charcoal grill.

2. If using wooden skewers, soak them in water while chicken is thawing. Thread chicken pieces onto skewers. Grill until chicken pulls apart easily and is no longer pink in the center of the thickest portion. Discard remaining marinade.

FOR INDOOR COOKING

Thread chicken pieces onto skewers. Arrange the kabobs on a greased broiler pan. Broil chicken 5 inches from the heat for 10 to 14 minutes, turning frequently, until chicken pulls apart easily and is no longer pink in the center of the thickest portion. Discard remaining marinade.

LITE SOY SAUCE

If you’re watching your sodium intake, consider using “lite” or “lower sodium” soy sauce. It’s readily available in grocery stores next to the regular soy sauce.

You’ll be amazed that the simple ingredients in this dish can produce such a delicious meal. When I ask my children what they want for dinner, this is often their request. Sure to be a hit in your house, too, it goes straight from the freezer to the oven. Easy on the cook! —LT

HONEY-GLAZED CHICKEN THIGHS

MAKES 3 ENTRÉES, 4 SERVINGS EACH

1 TRAY (ABOUT 7 POUNDS OR 16 PIECES) CHICKEN THIGHS ON THE BONE, SKIN REMOVED

1½ cups honey

¾ cup butter (do not substitute margarine)

½ cup prepared mustard

1 tablespoon curry powder

2 teaspoons salt

3 one-gallon freezer bags, labeled

1. Combine honey, butter, mustard, curry powder, and salt in a medium saucepan. Cook, stirring, over medium heat until all the ingredients dissolve into a smooth sauce, about 3 minutes. Cool.

2. While sauce is cooling, rinse and divide chicken evenly among freezer bags. Divide cooled sauce evenly over the chicken.

3. Seal and freeze.

TO COOK ONE ENTRÉE

1. Thaw one entrée in the refrigerator just long enough to remove from the freezer bag.

2. Preheat the oven to 350ºF.

3. Place frozen chicken in an ungreased baking dish. Bake for 45 minutes. Remove dish from oven and separate chicken pieces into a single layer, placing pieces meaty side down to keep them moist. Bake for 1½ hours longer, or until the sauce has browned and is thick and sticky. The chicken will be thoroughly cooked but still moist from the sauce.

FREEZE FIRST!

Most of our recipes are equally good if cooked and eaten the same day they are prepared or frozen first. A few should be frozen before cooking. This recipe should be frozen and baked unthawed to allow the sauce time to caramelize before the chicken becomes overcooked.

In the first few years of my marriage, there were several people I could rely on to provide me with excellent recipes. Two such friends were Debbie and Terry, sisters who are both excellent cooks. They have generously shared their best recipe finds with me over the years, and this is my version of one of those gems. The recipe was not one of our original picks for this book, but it made the cut after several people begged us to include it. —LT

ROYAL THAI THIGHS

MAKES 3 ENTRÉES, 4 SERVINGS EACH

1 TRAY (ABOUT 7 POUNDS, OR 16 PIECES) CHICKEN THIGHS ON THE BONE, SKIN REMOVED

6 scallions, chopped

¾ cup hoisin sauce

½ cup natural peanut butter

½ cup water ¼ cup soy sauce

¼ cup toasted sesame oil

¼ cup lemon juice

6 teaspoons minced garlic

6 teaspoons minced ginger

1½ teaspoons crushed red pepper flakes (optional)

3 one-gallon freezer bags, labeled

1. Rinse and divide chicken evenly among freezer bags.

2. Whisk together scallions, hoisin, peanut butter, water, soy sauce, sesame oil, and lemon juice in a medium bowl; divide the sauce evenly over the chicken. Into each bag measure 2 teaspoons garlic and 2 teaspoons ginger. Add ½ teaspoon crushed red pepper to each bag, if desired.

3. Seal and freeze.

TO COOK ONE ENTRÉE

1. Completely thaw one entrée in the refrigerator.

2. Preheat the oven to 375ºF.

3. Place chicken in a lightly greased baking dish. Bake, uncovered, for 45 minutes, or until an instant-read thermometer inserted into the thickest part of the chicken reads 180ºF.

HEAT UNITS

Hot peppers can be classified according to their Scoville heat units. The range of heat among peppers is large, with green bell peppers having 0 heat units and habaneros registering a sizzling 300,000 units or more. Thai food lovers and other food adventurers can substitute a hotter pepper for the crushed red pepper (approximately 20,000 heat units) in this recipe. Traditional Thai peppers, also called Asian hot, Thai hot, or bird peppers, can measure up to 100,000 heat units.

The simple sauce for this dish is always a hit with kids. You can substitute chicken legs for the thighs in this recipe. Or, if you prefer a stir-fry, marinate strips of chicken breast in the sauce, then stir-fry in a very hot pan with a little oil. —LT

TERIYAKI CHICKEN

MAKES 3 ENTRÉES, 4 SERVINGS EACH

1 TRAY (ABOUT 7 POUNDS, OR 16 PIECES) CHICKEN THIGHS ON THE BONE, SKIN REMOVED

1 cup soy sauce

1 cup packed brown sugar

¼ cup red wine vinegar

1 tablespoon vegetable oil

3 teaspoons minced garlic (about 9 cloves)

3 teaspoons minced ginger

3 one-gallon freezer bags, labeled

1. Rinse and divide chicken evenly among freezer bags.

2. Combine, stirring until sugar is dissolved, soy sauce, brown sugar, vinegar, and oil in a small bowl. Divide the marinade evenly over the chicken. Into each bag measure 1 teaspoon garlic and 1 teaspoon ginger.

3. Seal and freeze.

TO COOK ONE ENTRÉE

1. Completely thaw one entrée in the refrigerator.

2. Preheat the oven to 350ºF.

3. Place chicken in an ungreased baking dish. Bake, uncovered, for 1 hour, or until an instant-read thermometer inserted into the thickest part of the chicken reads 180ºF. Turn pieces once or twice during baking. The longer the cooking time, the thicker and stickier the sauce will be.

This recipe comes from our friend and colleague Shawnee. Here’s what she says about her creation: “A dish so simple, it seems like no work at all. The combination of flavors came to me when I noticed both frozen mixed berries and berry salad dressing on a visit to my favorite warehouse store. My mother-in-law used to encourage me to pop a whole chicken into the oven when I got home from work, but I never did that until I created this easy recipe that has since become a staple in our household.” —KN / LT

BERRY-ROASTED CHICKEN

MAKES 2 ENTRÉES, 4 – 6 SERVINGS EACH

1 TWO-PACK (8–10 POUNDS TOTAL WEIGHT) WHOLE CHICKENS

2 cups berry-flavored vinaigrette dressing (try our handmade version on page 186)

2 cups (12 ounces) frozen mixed berries

1 cup chopped onion (about 1 medium)

½ teaspoon salt

½ teaspoon black pepper

2 one-gallon freezer bags, labeled

ON HAND FOR COOKING EACH ENTRÉE

Fresh raspberries (optional)

1. Rinse chickens under cool running water. Remove neck and giblets from cavity and discard. Pat chickens dry with paper towel.

2. Put one chicken into each 1-gallon bag. Over each chicken, measure 1 cup vinaigrette, 1 cup berries, ½ cup onion, ¼ teaspoon salt, and ¼ teaspoon pepper.

3. Seal and freeze.

TO COOK ONE ENTRÉE

1. Completely thaw one bag of chicken in the refrigerator.

2. Preheat the oven to 325ºF.

3. Place chicken, breast side up, in a greased baking dish and pour marinade into cavity. Roast for about 1½ hours, or until an instant-read thermometer inserted into the thigh reads 180ºF. Garnish with fresh raspberries, if desired.

The sweet flavors in this dish are a twist on traditional southwestern cooking. This versatile filling can be used on regular tostada shells in place of ground beef or beans. You might also consider using it in our Cinco Layer Bake and Sweet Chicken Tostada Crowns on the following pages. —KN

SWEET CHICKEN TOSTADA FILLING

MAKES ABOUT 14½ CUPS

1 TWO-PACK (8–10 POUNDS TOTAL WEIGHT) WHOLE CHICKENS

3 (8-ounce) packages cream cheese, softened

3 cups prepared mango salsa (such as Santa Barbara)

5 one-quart freezer bags, labeled

1. Clean and cook both chickens (see Cooking Methods, page 65). Cool and pull meat from bones. Discard skin and bones. Cut chicken into bite-size pieces. (A whole chicken will yield about 1 cup of meat per pound.)

2. Beat together cream cheese and salsa in a large bowl with an electric mixer. Stir in chicken. Divide mixture evenly among freezer bags, about 3 scant cups of filling in each.

3. Seal and freeze.

TO COOK ONE ENTRÉE

1. Completely thaw one bag of filling in the refrigerator.

2. Bring the filling to a simmer in a large skillet over medium-low heat. Do not boil. Use as a filling for tacos, tostadas, or burritos.

You’ll notice the ingredient list calls for Sweet Chicken Tostada Filling (page 61) and Chipotle Roasted-Tomato Sauce (page 176). Canned enchilada sauce works well, too, but we prefer it like this. Serve with a fresh green salad or fruit salad with jicama. —KN

CINCO LAYER BAKE

MAKES 6–8 SERVINGS

2¾ CUPS (1-QUART BAG) SWEET CHICKEN TOSTADA FILLING (PAGE 61), THAWED

6 ten-inch flour tortillas, cut in half

1½ cups black beans, rinsed and drained

1 cup Chipotle Roasted-Tomato Sauce (page 176)

2 cups shredded Mexican blend cheese

2 medium tomatoes, chopped (optional)

Vegetable cooking spray

Aluminum foil

1. Preheat the oven to 375ºF.

2. Lightly coat the bottom of a 9-inch square baking dish with cooking spray. Cover the bottom entirely with 4 of the tortilla halves, overlapping as necessary. Spread 1½ cups of the tostada filling over tortillas. Next layer with ¾ cup of the beans, ½ cup of the tomato sauce, and 1 cup of the cheese. Repeat with a layer of tortillas and the remaining filling, beans, and tomato sauce. Add the remaining 4 tortilla halves and top with 1 cup cheese.

3. Cover with foil and bake for 45 to 60 minutes, or until an instant-read thermometer inserted into the center of the casserole reads 165ºF.

4. Garnish with fresh tomatoes, guacamole, or salsa, if desired.

JUST RIGHT

Some people like their enchiladas gooey, whereas others prefer them drier and crunchy. Some like more black beans, others prefer less. Whatever your preferences, feel free to adjust the ingredients to your taste.

Tostada crowns, sometimes called tostada bowls because of their shape, offer a fun way to present a meal. The filling here is sweet and mild, but you can turn up the heat by mixing in jalapeños. Served for Cinco de Mayo or another festive occasion, these are sure to please. —KN

SWEET CHICKEN TOSTADA CROWNS

MAKES 4 SERVINGS

2 CUPS SWEET CHICKEN TOSTADA FILLING (PAGE 61), WARMED

4 tostada crowns

2 cups black beans, rinsed and drained

6 cups shredded lettuce

2 cups cooked brown rice, cooled

1[image: image] cups shredded Mexican blend cheese

8 tablespoons prepared salsa, or more to taste

1 mango, peeled and chopped

OPTIONAL TOPPINGS

Salsa, guacamole, sliced black olives, chopped tomatoes, or chopped green or red bell peppers

1. Place one tostada crown on each of four plates. Spread ½ cup chicken filling on the bottom of each crown; then layer with ½ cup black beans, 1½ cups lettuce, ½ cup rice, [image: image] cup cheese, 2 tablespoons salsa, and ¼ of the mango pieces.

2. Pass additional toppings at the table, if desired.

My version of this popular dish is made from scratch and is something I like to pull out when only comfort food will do. This versatile dish is equally tasty over mashed potatoes, rice, noodles, or biscuits. —LT

CHICKEN À LA KING

MAKES 4 ENTRÉES, 6 SERVINGS EACH

1 TWO-PACK (8–10 POUNDS TOTAL WEIGHT) WHOLE CHICKENS

1 cup (2 sticks) butter

1 pound fresh white mushrooms, cleaned and sliced

1 cup all-purpose flour

6 cups half-and-half (or light cream)

3 cups water

2 tablespoons chicken bouillon granules

1 teaspoon black pepper

4 green bell peppers, cut into 1-inch pieces

4 one-gallon freezer bags, labeled

1. Clean and cook both chickens (see Cooking Methods, page 65).

2. Cool and pull meat from bones. Discard skin and bones. Cut chicken into bite-size pieces. (A whole chicken will yield about 1 cup of meat per pound.) Divide chicken evenly among freezer bags.

3. Melt butter in a large saucepan over medium heat. Add mushrooms; cook, stirring, until soft. Add flour; cook, stirring, for 2 minutes. Mixture will be lumpy. Gradually add half-and-half, then water, stirring constantly until sauce thickens. Whisk to make a smooth sauce. Stir in bouillon and black pepper. Cool sauce.

4. Divide cooled sauce evenly over the chicken. Divide bell peppers evenly among the bags of chicken.

5. Seal and freeze.

TO COOK ONE ENTRÉE

1. Completely thaw one entrée in the refrigerator.

2. Simmer the chicken and sauce in a large skillet over medium heat until warmed through. Do not boil.

TWO COOKING METHODS FOR WHOLE CHICKENS

We recommend you use one of two methods for cooking two whole chickens at once—slow cooking or oven roasting. You will need a 6-quart slow cooker or an oven roasting pan with a lid (or a deep pan and some foil to cover). It makes no difference what the chickens look like when they are cooked since you will be pulling them apart, so if you have to turn them any which way to fit them in the slow cooker or you decide to roast them breast side down to retain moisture in the white meat, you may do so. Each of these cooking methods has its advantages. Slow cooking produces a more flavorful broth while oven roasting is much faster.


SLOW COOKING

Rinse chickens under cool running water. Remove neck and giblets from cavity and discard. Place both chickens in a 6-quart slow cooker with one cup water and two bay leaves; cook on low for 8 to 10 hours, or overnight. Drain and reserve juices. Discard bay leaves. Refrigerate juices. Cool chicken until it is no longer too hot to handle. Pull meat from bones and cut it into bite-size pieces. Discard skin and bones. Remove fat from the top of the reserved chicken juices. Use the broth to replace the broth or bouillon in any of the chicken recipes.

OVEN ROASTING

Rinse chickens under cool running water. Remove neck and giblets from cavity and discard. Place both chickens in a large roasting pan with two cups water and two bay leaves; bake covered at 350°F for 2 hours. Drain and reserve juices. Discard bay leaves. Refrigerate juices. Cool chicken until it is no longer too hot to handle. Pull meat from bones and cut it into bite-size pieces. Discard skin and bones. Remove fat from the top of the reserved chicken juices. Use the broth to replace the broth or bouillon in any of the chicken recipes.



Our colleague Shawnee writes of her recipe: “If you’re looking for a ‘wow’ meal, this is it. Inserting lemon slices under the breast skin turns the humble chicken into a feast for the eyes and the palate. Add a side dish of couscous with pine nuts, make a simple cucumber and yogurt salad, and spread a colorful cloth on the table—wow!” —KN / LT

MEDITERRANEAN ROAST CHICKEN

MAKES 2 ENTRÉES, 4 – 6 SERVINGS EACH

1 TWO-PACK (8–10 POUNDS TOTAL WEIGHT) WHOLE CHICKENS

2 lemons 1 (16-ounce) container pitted Kalamata olives (about 1 cup), drained

4 tablespoons capers, rinsed and drained

2 tablespoons olive oil

2 teaspoons minced garlic (about 6 cloves)

1 teaspoon black pepper

½ teaspoon salt

2 one-gallon freezer bags, labeled

1. Zest the rind of both lemons. Cut one lemon into thin slices.

2. Rinse chickens under cool running water. Remove neck and giblets from cavity and discard. Pat chickens dry with paper towels.

3. Place chickens, breast side up, on a work surface. Gently loosen breast skin by working your fingers between skin and meat. Slide lemon slices under breast skin of each chicken. Put one chicken into each 1-gallon bag.

4. Divide the lemon zest evenly over the chickens. Juice the remaining lemon. Remove seeds and divide the juice evenly over the chickens. Into each bag measure ½ cup olives, 2 tablespoons capers, 1 tablespoon oil, 1 teaspoon garlic, ½ teaspoon pepper, and ¼ teaspoon salt.

5. Seal and freeze.

TO COOK ONE ENTRÉE

1. Completely thaw one bag of chicken in the refrigerator.

2. Preheat the oven to 325ºF.

3. Place the chicken, breast side up, in a greased baking dish. Surround chicken with olives, capers, and marinade. Add just enough water to cover the bottom of the baking dish. Roast for about 1½ hours, or until an instant-read thermometer inserted into the thigh reads 180ºF.

JUICING LEMONS

In his book What Einstein Told His Cook, Robert Wolke recommends first rolling the fruit on the counter and then heating it for 20 to 30 seconds in the microwave. Try this method (but be careful, the lemon could get hot!) only if you’re squeezing the fruit by hand. If using an electric juicer or reamer, don’t bother. As Wolke notes, you won’t get any extra juice out of the lemon by using his method, but it will make squeezing out the lemon juice easier.

Many warehouses sell large fresh and frozen chicken potpies. Individuals who are sensitive to salt may appreciate this alternative to store-bought versions. Kids will have fun using a cookie cutter to cut the bread circles. —KN

MINI CHICKEN POTPIE

MAKES 5 – 6 ENTRÉES, 12 MINI POTPIES EACH

1 TWO-PACK (8–10 POUNDS TOTAL WEIGHT) WHOLE CHICKENS

4 tablespoons butter

2 cups sliced carrots (about 5 medium)

½ cup diced onion

[image: image] cup all-purpose flour

2 tablespoons poultry seasoning

2 teaspoons salt

3 cups chicken juices, reserved from cooked chickens and cooled

3 cups half-and-half (or light cream)

1 (10-ounce) package frozen peas (about 2½ cups)

6 one-quart freezer bags, labeled

ON HAND FOR COOKING EACH ENTRÉE

12 slices of sandwich bread, cut into 3½-inch circles

1. Clean and cook both chickens (see Cooking Methods, page 65).

2. Cool and pull meat from bones. Discard skin and bones. Reserve 3 cups chicken juices. Cut chicken into bite-size pieces. (A whole chicken will yield about 1 cup of meat per pound.)

3. Melt butter in a large stockpot. Add carrots and cook, stirring, for 7 minutes. Add onion; cook, stirring, for 3 minutes longer, or until vegetables are soft. Stir in flour, poultry seasoning, and salt. Gradually add reserved chicken juices and half-and-half; stir constantly until sauce thickens. Cool sauce.

4. Add chicken and peas to cooled sauce. Spoon 2½ cups of chicken filling into each 1-quart freezer bag.

5. Seal and freeze.

TO COOK ONE ENTRÉE

1. Completely thaw one bag of filling in the refrigerator.

2. Preheat the oven to 350ºF.

3. Gently press bread rounds into a greased 12-cup regular muffin tin, so that the bottom and sides are covered. The bread may not go all the way to the top of each form. Toast bread in the oven 8 to 10 minutes, or to desired firmness and color.

4. While bread is toasting, bring the chicken filling to a simmer in a medium saucepan. Do not boil.

5. Remove toasted bread cups from muffin tin. Fill each bread cup with chicken filling and serve.

OTHER FILLINGS

In The Big Book of Preserving the Harvest (see resources, page 241), author Carol Costenbader provides recipes for appetizers using mini bread cups. Use her Bacon and Cheese Filling for brunch or the Shrimp and Cheese variation for that special evening event. Carol also recommends freezing the bread cups, which can be handy when you’re planning for a dinner party. However, if you’re short on freezer space, make them as directed above.

When I worried that this recipe was too high in fat, my husband said, “This is a celebration dish!” Save this recipe for special occasions, and you’ll decide it’s worth the extra calories. A huge platter of delicious enchiladas requiring virtually no work from you at mealtime is a perfect choice for entertaining. To cut down on the fat, try light sour cream, light cream cheese, and white sauce made with skim milk. —LT

PARTY ENCHILADAS

MAKES 3 ENTRÉES, 6 SERVINGS EACH

1 TWO-PACK (8–10 POUNDS TOTAL WEIGHT) WHOLE CHICKENS

2 (8-ounce) packages cream cheese, softened

3 cups sour cream

1 (4-ounce) can diced green chilies (about 6 tablespoons)

1 tablespoon minced garlic (about 9 cloves)

1 tablespoon lime juice

2 teaspoons salt

2 teaspoons black pepper

1 teaspoon chili powder

18 ten-inch flour tortillas

1 recipe Chicken White Sauce (recipe follows)

1 cup prepared salsa

3 cups shredded Cheddar cheese (about 12 ounces)

3 (2¼-ounce) cans sliced black olives (about 1½ cups)

Three 13- by 9-inch baking dishes

Plastic wrap

Aluminum foil

1. Clean and cook both chickens (see Cooking Methods, page 65).

2. Cool and pull meat from bones. Discard skin and bones. Cut chicken into bite-size pieces. (A whole chicken will yield about 1 cup of meat per pound.)

3. Beat cream cheese in a large bowl with an electric mixer until smooth. Blend in sour cream, chilies, garlic, lime juice, salt, pepper, and chili powder. Stir in cooked chicken pieces.

4. To make the enchiladas, lay the tortillas out on a large work surface and divide the filling evenly among them. The amount of filling in each will vary depending on how much meat came off the chickens. Roll tortillas, folding ends in so the enchiladas will fit in the dish. Place 6 filled tortillas in each baking dish.

5. Stir salsa into the prepared white sauce; divide evenly over the dishes of enchiladas. Sprinkle each dish with 1 cup cheese and ½ cup black olives. Wrap each dish entirely in plastic wrap. Top with foil, label, and freeze.

TO COOK ONE ENTRÉE

1. Completely thaw one dish in the refrigerator.

2. Remove plastic wrap and foil and replace foil.

3. Preheat the oven to 350ºF.

4. Bake, covered, for 25 minutes. Remove foil and bake 5 to 10 minutes longer, or until sauce is bubbling.

CHICKEN WHITE SAUCE

MAKES 4 CUPS

This versatile sauce can also be used anywhere you would normally use condensed cream of chicken soup. If you prefer a thinner sauce, stir in milk or broth a couple tablespoons at a time until it reaches the desired consistency.

½ cup (1 stick) butter, ¾ cup all-purpose flour, 1 tablespoon chicken bouillon granules, 2 cups water, 2 cups half-and-half (or milk, if you prefer)

Melt butter in a medium saucepan over medium heat. Add flour and bouillon; stir into a paste. Cook, stirring, for 2 minutes. Gradually add water and half-and-half; cook, stirring constantly, until the sauce has thickened, about 8 minutes.

I have my sister Shannon to thank for the name of this dish. During a telephone conversation one day, I said “herb and garlic,” which she heard as “urban garlic.” It stuck. —LT

URBAN GARLIC CHICKEN

MAKES 2 ENTRÉES, 4 – 6 SERVINGS EACH

1 TWO-PACK (8–10 POUNDS TOTAL WEIGHT) WHOLE CHICKENS

¼ cup olive oil

2 tablespoons red wine vinegar

1 tablespoon minced garlic (about 9 cloves)

1 tablespoon dried thyme

2 teaspoons salt

1 teaspoon black pepper

2 carrots, peeled and cut in half

2 celery stalks, cut in half

1 onion, peeled and cut in half

2 one-gallon freezer bags, labeled

2 one-quart freezer bags

1. Rinse chickens under cool running water. Remove neck and giblets from cavity and discard. Pat chickens dry with paper towel.

2. Combine oil, vinegar, garlic, thyme, salt, and pepper in a small bowl.

3. Place chickens, breast side up, on a work surface. Gently loosen skin on breast and legs by working your fingers between skin and meat. Using half the marinade for each chicken, rub under and over the skin and in the cavity. Put one chicken in each 1-gallon bag.

4. Divide carrots, celery, and onion evenly between the 1-quart bags and seal. Place one bag of vegetables directly into each bag of chicken.

5. Seal and freeze.

TO COOK ONE ENTRÉE

1. Completely thaw one entrée in the refrigerator.

2. Preheat the oven to 325ºF.

3. Place chicken, breast side up, in a greased baking dish. Put carrot, celery, and onion in cavity. Roast for about 1½ hours, or until an instant-read thermometer inserted into the thigh reads 180ºF.

OR TRY THIS!

Instead of thawing the chicken to roast it, place the frozen prepared chicken and vegetables in the slow cooker. Do this only if you have a slow cooker with a removable insert. Cook on low for 8 to 10 hours. Drain juices, reserve, and cool. Place the uncovered crock in a 350ºF oven for 15 minutes to brown the skin. Meanwhile, use the reserved juices to make gravy or a sauce reduction. This might be the most flavorful, moist chicken dinner you will ever eat! Not to mention the fabulous gravy . . .
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