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    Preface


    On-line book distributors provide a comprehensive resource center for readers and cooks alike, so out of the countless culinary resources available, you may be wondering why you should host this one on your shelf or electronic device. If you like sitting down to a wonderfully delicious meal, it’s probably reason enough to purchase this book. However, I’ve taken the time to also provide you with content that other cookbooks annoyingly omit.


    Every recipe in this book is accompanied by a full-color photo so you will know what your dish is going to look like before you start. Yes, the appearance of what is being served in the culinary arts is a rather important factor. I don’t know how many times I have ordered things at restaurants or followed a recipe in my kitchen for the first time, where my imagination conjured up an amazing delicacy, but the reality that appeared before me treated me to disappointment instead. Consequently, I say to a degree, it’s acceptable to judge a dish by its looks. Go ahead, give yourself permission, and save yourself both time and frustration if something just does not appear appetizing.


    Every recipe in this book is accompanied by a nutrition label so you will know what the per-serving nutritional values are. In the days of old where terms like carbs, sodium, and cholesterol were rarely used in daily speech, per-serving nutritional labels for recipes were also clearly deemed unimportant or even ridiculous. Thankfully we no longer live in those times as we have become better educated about the impacts of nutrition. We find ourselves in a more health-conscious world that has made us sensitive to the nutritional content and the proper portion sizing of what we consume. This book will help you to know what you are serving your household and guests. Having this information at hand is rather practical.


    Every recipe in this book has a verified “time to make” measurement, giving you that critical edge to know if you have enough time to make the dish before the family rebels, or at least to give you the heads up on when you should start on your dish if you are expecting guests. With time being our most valued commodity, not knowing how long it’s going to take you to make the meal will leave you with a frown. This book respects your time, by telling you up-front how long each recipe takes to make.


    This book provides the very best recipes that I find myself repeatedly crafting as either daily meals or holiday specials. Sure, there are thousands of recipes out there in the wild, but what you find in this book is limited to our proven and very best family success dishes. Imagine having a book 100% full of worthwhile recipes to make. This book is exactly that. You will find that the recipes in this book are most closely aligned with folks in need of satisfying a craving for Americanized European cuisine. By Americanized, I mean to say that the recipes tone down the fats/sugars where they don’t hinder holding onto the original flavors. As a native-born European, I passionately enjoy these specific recipes so much that it has been my motivation to take the time to meticulously capture them in this book. I have tried my best to write them in a format that is easy to read and follow, where the major steps are grouped for rapid comprehension and a way to quickly give you a progress indicator to find your place. The book is dedicated to my greatest critics and supporters—mainly my wife and two daughters. We ought to do everything in life with excellence, and I certainly want to give my girls the very best, hoping that in due time I won’t be a bottleneck in producing these gems for the dinner table.


    Writing this book has taken a larger time investment than I initially anticipated, but in the end, I must say that it was worth every moment. I would like to thank God for having equipped me to do so much more than I ever imagined, my family for their unrelenting appetites and criticisms, and friends like Cameron Posey who got me thinking seriously about putting ink to paper. I also want to thank my youngest sister, Viktoria Vargo, who after repeatedly contributing amazing side dishes to the family holiday gatherings, has shared some of her personal recipes to better round out the book. Of course I can’t forget about the rest of my family and all the folks we have shared meals with over the years. Happily sampling and providing the fine-tuning recommendations on the individual dishes, they have unwittingly served as my quality assurance agents. I hope you will find as much joy in making the recipes and sharing your creations with friends and family as I have over the decades.


  




  

    Let’s Get Practical


    Thank goodness for the vast library of knowledge available on the Internet as well as for the smart devices of our day, where you can research the science behind cooking and the myriad of ways people have tried making dishes. But I wanted to impart some of the practical wisdom that I’ve learned over the years through personal experience. This section brings together practical things for you to be aware of as a developing cook, such as cooking idioms to entertain and teach you, general guidance and encouragement, how to equip your kitchen, how to go about understanding measurements and conversions, and a temperate guide for proteins. You will master cookery in no time!
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    Introduction


    Considering that we need daily sustenance to maintain our strength, learning how to cook is clearly a practical and worthwhile endeavor. Cooking can be seen as a financial savings plan, as you avoid losing a large part of your budget for services rendered at restaurants. Cooking allows a bond to be formed between shared meals to strengthen family, and allows you—the cook—to control what you and your family eat, so you can stay on target with your health. Some consider cooking an art form, while others see it as a form of science. I would say they are both right. A beginner will want to hear the science emphasized and the logic well documented: exact measurements, ingredients, and the elements of time required to succeed. There is nothing wrong with that; in fact, we all start here.


    I remember in my early years asking my grandmother Olga for a recipe, only to be baffled by the vague measurements, sometimes omitted ingredients, and nonspecific cooking times required to make a dish. It wasn’t her fault, because she had been cooking for so long that it has become instinctual and intuitive for her. Some things were unsaid not because she wanted to omit steps, but because they were common knowledge to her and were simply assumed. She was a well-experienced cook who could make wondrous things with just a few available ingredients, perhaps the kind of person you inspire to be like. Someone who abstracts the goodness from ingredient relationships and learned formulas, using them as guidelines without allowing them to impose on creativity. Someone bound by the foundations of science, yet infused with intuition that respond to the subjectivity and desires of the human palates awaiting the finished work.


    No matter where you may find yourself in your journey to becoming a great cook, don’t get discouraged along the way. There is much wisdom in starting out with a documented recipe to get you moving in the right direction, and then over time, you can give yourself liberty to adjust the recipe to better align with your own tastes. Nobody to my knowledge has ever been born with developed cooking skills; you should take comfort that all the great chefs had to learn their craft. This means that you too can develop into a great cook…cooking is a learnable skill, don’t let it intimidate you. Becoming a good cook certainly takes practice, but in due time you will become confident and successful in the kitchen. So as you go about reading the recipes in this book and begin working on developing and honing your skills, make yourself comfortable, turn on your favorite beat, pour yourself a glass of wine or a mug of ale, and enjoy your time in the kitchen.


    With your mind poised to enjoy and incrementally improve your culinary intuition by doing the cooking required to complete meals, you are ready to discover how you can maximize your learning. If you are on a schedule and have limited time to complete a dish, or you are doing a dish for the first time, you ought to follow documented recipes. This will give you a proven result that is likely to satisfy, establishing a baseline if it’s your first time making it, and all the while still building up your culinary experience. If you have some time, however, and you are more interested in mastering a recipe instead of just putting food on the table, you will have to make the recipe your own. To make a recipe your own, you will start with being able to make the documented baseline consistently, and then give yourself permission to deviate on purpose in measurable and documented ways. This means taking the risk that a dish might turn out less excellent, but through the same risk it might improve and lead you to a newly found adoptable baseline. You and your family are the judges, and the more honest your assessments and feedback, the more you will end up learning about how to improve.


    How do you know what you might want to change in a recipe? You can dive off the pages of your baseline cookbook into the vast sea of information found on the Internet. Here you can find multiple versions of the recipes you are working on, and upon heeding the ratings of other cooks, you can quickly identify promising leads for further improvement and exploration. Compare your baseline recipe with the most appealing ones you found online, and then develop your adjustments and prepare the modified meal for your personal evaluation. When you hit on something great, you will know it. You can alternatively turn to friends and family members who also dabble in the cooking arts. They can provide you their best versions and help bring you closer together over a shared meal. For those who are looking for deeper transformation still, it’s going to come down to committing to some formal culinary training, relying on your taste buds to help you develop culinary intuition and plenty of field experimentation.


    There is some general wisdom that is great to have under your “toque blanche,” which is French for a chef’s white hat. While I think most of the following might be considered common sense, it’s always nice to have things laid out so we can all have that common foundation.


    Clean and organize your space. It’s like having a clean canvas for your masterpiece. I don’t know about you, but cooking with joy happens when I am in the mood to cook. I’ve noticed that a clean and orderly kitchen invites me to create something delicious. Having ingredients amply available in the pantry and the refrigerator is yet another level of readiness that clears my mind and leaves little resistance to getting started on a new creative work in the kitchen.


    Read your recipe from start to finish before you start on your cooking. This practice will help you mentally check off all the ingredients, pots, and cooking utensils required, as well as the opportunity to prepare you for any multitasking that may be highly desired—and in some cases, required—to successfully complete a dish. You don’t want to find out in step three that you should have started on boiling a pot of water 15 minutes earlier or should have already toasted some breadcrumbs in butter when your soft potato dumplings are ready to come out of a boiling pot.


    Cook like you have a big family, even if you don’t. It’s almost miraculous: Whenever I cook something in larger quantities, it is as if some inaudible bell rings and either family or friends happen to show up to help eat it.
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