







The Pioneer Woman Cooks
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THIS COOKBOOK IS DEDICATED TO MARLBORO MAN, who rescued me years ago from a certain future of black pumps, weekly pedicures, take-out Thai food, and stop-start traffic. Thank you for turning my life into something I never imagined and for showing me a side of the world I never thought would apply to me. Thank you for loving me through my daily foibles as I continue to plow through life in the country, and for never making me feel like a misfit…even though I am.

Thank you for giving me our weird and wonderful children, and for involving them so wholly in the day-to-day work on the ranch. Thank you for teaching them how to work cattle and haul hay so I can stay home and act busy. Thank you for giving them a childhood so different from my own, and for not scoffing if I want to take them to a musical in the big city every couple of years.

Finally, thank you not only for tolerating the kitchen hurricane this labor-of-love cookbook caused, but for helping me wash a pot or two.

You surprise me daily.

And I love your Wranglers.
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INTRODUCTION



I grew up on the seventh fairway of an idyllic golf course in a corporate town of 35,000. As the daughter of an orthopedic surgeon, my childhood was defined by summers at the pool, vacations on Hilton Head Island, South Carolina, and Broadway trips to New York with my mom. I was the archetypal town girl, firmly attached to all the wonderful conveniences of a suburban existence: landscaped lawns, manicures, pedicures, facials, take-out food…and lots of shopping. I had no idea any other kind of life existed.

Still, I decided my experiences needed a little broadening. I blazed straight to Los Angeles for college, attended USC, and drank in all the wonderfulness of the city. I lived large, vowing never, ever to live away from a large city for the rest of my life. I loved the energy, the people, the pace. I adored the freaks on Venice Beach.
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circa 1986

Then, after living and working in L.A. post-college, I took another leap of independence by choosing not to follow my longtime college love to San Francisco and instead, to briefly move back to my hometown. I sold my futon and my Rollerblades, waved goodbye to the ocean, and headed back home. It’ll just be a brief pit stop, I told myself. A pit stop on the way to the rest of my life. I had no idea how prophetic that would be.

Once home, I immediately began making plans to move to Chicago, where I decided I’d work while applying to area law schools. Then, late one night during the Christmas holiday, I met a group of childhood friends for drinks at a local dive. That’s when I saw him—the cowboy—across the smoky room. We exchanged several glances, a few nervous stares. Soon we found ourselves talking into the night, my knees growing weaker by the minute, my gaze fixed on his icy-blue eyes. He was like no one I’d ever met before—serious, sexy, quiet. Certainly nothing like the golf-crazed, Izod-wearing boys I’d grown up with—and definitely nothing like the surfers of Southern California. We parted ways that night, and my plans for Chicago plowed forward. But his image was burned into my psyche.

Two weeks before my move to Chicago, the cowboy, the Marlboro Man–esque character I’d met in the smoky bar, called and asked me to dinner. That date turned into a second, which before too long was a fifth, then a sixth. By the seventh date, I’d canceled my move to Chicago, and before I knew it we were married and having babies on his isolated cattle ranch fifty miles from my hometown—and a million miles away from anything I’d ever envisioned for my life. I had no idea how I’d gotten there.

More than a decade and four kids later, I’m still adapting to life as a ranch wife. I have cows in my yard daily, piles of horse manure on my porch, and a dusty pile of clothes that reaches the ceiling. I still can’t saddle a horse. I freak out during tornadoes. And I haven’t eaten sushi in ages. My life in the country has been one long transition.

Food has been a huge part of it.

A former vegetarian and food snob, I’d spent my years in Los Angeles sampling all of the diverse culinary options the city had to offer: Italian food, Thai food, Indian and Greek food. Every meal was an adventure for me—a life experience. Culinary boredom was never a problem.
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Once married and living in the country, it was a rude awakening to find out that cowboys don’t eat Ahi tuna. They don’t eat ginger-sesame noodles. They wouldn’t touch sushi with a ten-foot pole. Cowboys eat meat—lots of meat—with an occasional potato thrown in for balanced nutrition. What have I done? I asked myself, as I whisked my first skillet of sausage gravy. I can’t cook like this. I can’t live like this!

I spent a month mourning my old life. And then I decided if I couldn’t beat ’em, I’d join ’em. And I set out to create delicious food—food that would allow me to tickle my cooking fancy, but still make the cowboys’ hearts go pitter pat. These are the recipes I share in this book.

My food is flavorful, simple, and abundant—that’s the style of cooking that works in my life. It’s decidedly not noncaloric—cowboys work too hard to warrant that. And it’s always, always crowd pleasing—the recipes I’m sharing with you are tried and true, and have made many a person’s taste buds sing.
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I love cooking. I love raising a family. And I love country life. It isn’t worry free or cushy. It isn’t seamless, easy, or without challenges. But it’s perfect for me. As someone who grew up smack dab in the middle of modern society, it’s a daily reminder of a simpler time—a time when folks worked the land, when take-out food was the exception, not the rule; and when decency, kindness, and hard work were the measure of a person’s success…. and when Starbucks didn’t exist on every corner.
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(Not that I’d mind a Starbucks in our north pasture.)

I hope you get a kick out of this book of mine. It’s not overly polished or glossy…but then again, neither is my life on the ranch. I didn’t have a staff of assistants to help me; I took all my own photos for this book, and used nothing but the natural light in my kitchen. I had friends do the illustrations, and used clip art I’ve collected through the years. It’s nothing fancy. But it comes straight from my heart. Thank you for allowing me to share my world with you.

I’m still waiting for that staff of assistants to fall out of the sky, by the way. I’ve been holding my breath for years, and I still like to think they’re coming.

—Pioneer Woman








NEWS FLASH: ISOLATED RANCH WIFE ENTERS THE DIGITAL AGE



Marlboro Man and I had been married ten years when he took our kids—including our small baby—with him to work cattle one morning. In my pajamas, I stumbled to the computer and had the random thought, Maybe I should start one of those blog things. I really didn’t know much about blogs, but my mom lived in another state and I thought it would be a handy way to share photos of my kids with her. Using free online software I could barely navigate, I had a blog up and running within ten minutes. I posted a handful of photos of the kids, wrote a thought or two, then went about my day.

Within a week, I’d turned the blog into an online catchall for photos, random musings, and funny stories from my past. And the strangest thing had happened: strangers—folks I’d never met before—had stopped by and read my site, and had even left a few comments. I scratched my head, unsure why anyone would care about my silly little stories, but plowed ahead, continuing to chronicle my transition to country life, the ins and outs of raising children in a rural environment, and romantic tales of how I’d first met my husband in a smoky bar years earlier. Slowly but surely, people stopped by and read, and three years later, ThePioneerWoman.com is still a daily source of enjoyment and expression for me. It’s a place where the middle child in me is fed.

A few months after I started my blog, I posted a step-by-step pictorial entitled “How to Cook a Steak.” The response to the online recipe was favorable, mostly because I used no fewer than twenty detailed photos to describe each step of the process. A couple of weeks later, in honor of Valentine’s Day, I posted lessons for cooking lasagna and chocolate sheet cake. Folks tried the recipes and emailed me before, during, and after, sharing their success stories and expressing gratitude for my attention to the photographic, step-by-step detail that most people aren’t crazy enough to bother with.
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Before long, I’d created a whole separate section on my website devoted entirely to cooking, and continued sharing many of my favorite recipes: pot roast, beef tenderloin, tiramisù, Asian noodle salad, and grilled chicken sandwiches. I shared food that had withstood the scrutiny of not only a ranch full of cowboys but also a house full of hungry kids. And folks came and read, continuing to thank me for showing them the step-by-step instructions. Today I’m still sharing my recipes online; it’s become a regular part of my week.

For me, it’s simple: I like to teach cooking the way I like to learn it. I want to see it happening in front of me, and I want to see what the dish looks like before, during, and after the cooking process. For this cookbook, I chose several of my favorite step-by-step classics from the website—those that have received the most raves—and have included many new recipes I love. All of the dishes in this book are very easy to prepare, and use widely available, simple ingredients. The dishes are not fancy, and they’re certainly not low-cal. But they’re always flavorful, hearty, and crowd pleasing.

I hope you love ’em!
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THE CAST OF CHARACTERS



AROUND THE HOMESTEAD
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Pioneer Woman: Misplaced domestic ranch wife and mother of four who still believes the sun rises and sets on a platter of sushi. Loves: Marlboro Man, the children, basset hounds, the smell of horses, black pumps, coffee ice cream, and Gone With the Wind. And Starbucks. And Broadway show tunes. And Peonies!
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Marlboro Man: Pioneer Woman’s husband and father of her four whippersnappers, who believes the sun rises and sets on a steak and baked potato dinner. Loves: the kids, college football, basset hounds, Louis L’Amour books, Marvel Comics, chocolate sheet cake, and ranching. And Pioneer Woman. (She told him to say that.)
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The Children: Country kids through and through, they began riding horses while they were still in the womb and could saddle a horse by the time they could talk. Love: their horses, their dogs, candy, ice cream, cookies, cake, pie…and candy. And Daddy. And Mommy. And basset hounds.
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The Ranch Horses: Buddy, Snip, Jack, Peso, and L.B. (above, my personal favorite). Their personalities are as strong as those of any humans I know…and our family couldn’t get by without them. A ranch horse is a companion like no other.
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The Cattle: Angus, Hereford, heifers, steers, yearlings…If someone had told me in high school I’d one day even know what those words meant, I would have thought they’d lost their minds. Cattle are the basis of our operation.
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The Dogs: From McCormick to Hamilton, Lady to Charlie, the canine members of our family are the comic relief in our home. Without them, our front porch would be a very lonely place.
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AROUND MY NECK
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Nikon D3: My Big Girl camera. I use it for all my outdoor action shots, as well as for my cooking tutorials. It’s my one true love, aside from Marlboro Man and coffee ice cream.
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Canon 5D: My “spare” camera. I use it for portraits and for food, whenever Marlboro Man steals my Nikon for the day.


IN THE KITCHEN
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Butter: I’m not afraid to use it. It’s flavorful, versatile, and a necessary component in most of my recipes. Unless otherwise specified, I use regular (salted) butter in everything.
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Iron skillet: If properly seasoned, an iron skillet will become not only your best friend in the kitchen, but also your uncle, cousin, grandmother, and brother. Iron skillets get nice and hot, perfect for searing a juicy rib-eye steak.
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A good mixer: I’ve had my mixer for thirteen years, and it’s never sputtered, puttered, or complained. I use my mixer for making cake batter, cookie dough, and meringue; for mixing meat for meatballs; and, of course, for whipping cream.
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Kosher salt: Available in most supermarkets these days, kosher salt has large flakes that adhere more easily to the surface of meats and vegetables. Kosher salt is also more forgiving, so it’s harder to oversalt things.
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Dutch oven: Whether enameled cast iron or stainless steel, a heavy, wide-mouth, medium-height pot with a lid is what you need for roasts, stews, soups, sauces…and deep-frying doughnuts.
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Commercial baking sheets: My family considered an intervention this year, because I collect these 18 x 12-inch babies the way some women collect Marie Osmond dolls. They’re the perfect size for my Chocolate Sheet Cake (Sweets) and hold more cookies than the average cookie sheet. They’re just right for roasting new potatoes or other veggies. And they’re rimmed, which means juices and mess won’t drip all over your oven.
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Seasoned salt: A much maligned salt and seasoning combination, seasoned salt is nothing to scoff at. It gives dishes a certain je ne sais quoi. Don’t be embarrassed; seasoned salt is cool.
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Stainless slotted spoons: The most versatile cooking utensil there is. Stir the pot, remove fried okra from oil, and so on.


ABOUT THE RANCH

We’re a family ranching operation consisting of both cows and calves (mama cows and their calves) and yearlings (cattle between 500 and 800 pounds). Cattle have been the basis of the ranch since Marlboro Man’s great-grandfather bought his first steer; it’s what we do best.
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In addition to our cattle operation, however, we also use our land to house and care for wild mustangs. The horses run free on the ranch and remain largely undisturbed except for the cold, winter months, when we provide hay and feed for their sustenance. After nearly one hundred years of cattle exclusively roaming the range, the land had to get used to the spirit and energy of these magnificent equine creatures.
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A Family Ranch

As members of a working family ranch, we live and work on the land ourselves. We aren’t “weekend ranchers” who moonlight as attorneys or doctors or accountants or Hollywood actors (no offense to Tom Selleck. I think he actually might be a real rancher, too. Hi, Tom! Love your ‘stache).

The thing about a working family ranch is this: if there’s work to be done, we know it won’t get done if we don’t roll up our sleeves and do it ourselves. When it comes to rounding up and working cattle, we’ll take all the help we can get: kids, grandparents, cowboys, visiting relatives. No one gets a pass when it comes to ranch work.
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End of sample
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