
[image: Cover: Hack That Dish: Fantastic Famous Food Forgeries and Secret Tricks You Can Use to Copy Any Dish, by Todd Wilbur. Creator of Top Secret Recipes®. Includes copycat recipes from The Cheesecake Factory, Olive Garden, Starbucks, Chipotle, and many more!. 101 Recipes.]



[image: Hack That Dish: Fantastic Famous Food Forgeries and Secret Tricks You Can Use to Copy Any Dish, by Todd Wilbur. Creator of Top Secret Recipes®. Adams Media. New York | Amsterdam/Antwerp | London | Toronto | Sydney/Melbourne | New Delhi.]




For curious cooks,

flavor detectives,

gastronomic gumshoes,

and culinary code crackers.

And for all the talented chefs who create

the delicious food we spy on.





Preface

Before pitching a new reality TV show based on my cookbooks for the History channel in 2010, I met with the executive producer at a popular new Los Angeles hamburger chain. The chain, which expanded to twenty-five units in 2017, then mysteriously went out of business, crafted awesome burgers with a secret blend of various cuts of beef, hand ground daily and formed into thick patties. Arriving at Umami Burger early that day, I had a partial view of the kitchen and noticed a worker slicing and grinding steaks, then pressing the ground beef into a burger patty mold. I wondered which cuts he was using to make the “secret” beef blend, so I took out my phone and started recording. I figured that if a butcher could examine the video and identify the cuts of beef the cook was working with, I would have some solid intel on Umami Burger’s secret recipe. I captured a few good clips before the cook noticed what I was doing. He shot me the stink eye and moved to block my view of the meat, and that was the end of that.

I had no plans to hack Umami Burger, but the undercover beef-grinding spy video I shot would still be incredibly helpful. At the History pitch meeting, I played the video for the execs as an example of what you might see me do on the show to duplicate a famous brand-name recipe. Apparently, they liked the presentation, because shortly after that meeting I got the green light for a pilot and eventually an eight-episode series called Top Secret Recipe that debuted on CMT. It was the first cooking show on CMT and the only food show anywhere that relied heavily on sneaking, spying, disguises, hidden cameras, petty thefts, and dumpster diving.

My mission on Top Secret Recipe was to reverse-engineer a famous iconic food, such as KFC chicken, Domino’s pizza, or Chili’s baby back ribs, in a food truck kitchen in 3 days. I was allowed access to some corporate test kitchens, and I could interview company chefs and sometimes even watch them make the food. I swiped ingredients for analysis, I dug through trash cans, I feigned allergies, I dressed up like a pizza delivery guy—I did whatever sleuthing I could to access the intel I needed to make a great clone of a famous food before my time ran out.

I used clues discovered throughout the show to re-create the famous recipes in my mobile food lab. Then, at the conclusion, I presented my final version to a panel of judges for a blind taste test. Did they know which food was the fake? Whether or not I fooled the judges didn’t really matter, because the coolest part was all the stuff in the middle—the culinary spycraft—that made these copycat recipes possible. I revealed a handful of my food hacking tricks on the show, but other than that, I’ve kept my methods a secret. Until now.

In Hack That Dish, I share 101 of my best copycat recipes and reveal insider food hacking techniques that I’ve never divulged before. The food sleuthing secrets you’ll find in this book are the methods I’ve been using in the field and kitchen for decades as a clandestine one-man culinary cover band, cracking the codes to over 1,500 famous recipes.

Whether you’ve cloned recipes before or have always wanted to try, you’ll find tactics here to help you break down the essential details of a recipe and duplicate its taste and appearance in your home kitchen. And I promise you won’t be required to wear disguises or steal ingredients like I did on my TV show. If there’s a recipe you want cloned that I haven’t hacked yet, you can now use the practical techniques in this book to hack it yourself!

As long as we hunger for new flavor experiences—and we always will—food companies, big and small, will create exciting new products and dishes to capture our taste buds and dollars. And I will be here, with a magnifying glass in one hand and a spatula in the other, ready to share delicious copycat versions of those fabulous, famous foods—and the secrets behind making them.

So, are you hungry yet? Let’s get hacking!

—Todd Wilbur, Food Spy





Introduction

Copycat recipes are a culinary phenomenon. From Cracker Barrel Country Fried Steak to Panda Express Chow Mein, there’s a special thrill to be found in snooping into the mysterious formulas behind iconic dishes and sharing them with friends and family (or keeping them to yourself!). It’s uniquely rewarding to cook something you’re not supposed to know how to make, and to re-create your most beloved edible memories.

Hack That Dish is packed with 101 freshly hacked, well-tested copycat recipes that will guide you through duplicating many of America’s most popular brand-name eats. From appetizers to entrées, snacks to desserts, and all the tasty bites and sips in between, this book contains easy-to-make versions of famous foods from over sixty brands. You’ll have a blast fooling your guests with mouthwatering replicas of many familiar favorites, including:


	Olive Garden Lasagna Classico

	Cheesecake Factory Steak Diane

	Crumbl Semi-Sweet Chocolate Chunk Cookies

	Chick-fil-A Spicy Deluxe Chicken Sandwich

	Häagen-Dazs Vanilla Ice Cream

	Little Caesar’s Crazy Puffs

	And many more!



Food hacking isn’t just a culinary skill—it’s an occasionally absurd adventure filled with trial, error, and moments of triumph that make you feel like a cross between Sherlock Holmes and Julia Child. One day, you’re a spy peering into an open kitchen; the next day, you’re a lab tech dissecting layers of lasagna or analyzing grill marks. And the day after that, you’re a chemist testing the effects of different leaveners in a chocolate chip cookie.

No single approach to reverse-engineering a recipe works for every food. But there are a few general rules and guidelines that may help clarify the process for the food hacking adventures that lie ahead. Turn the page to dig in.





Recipe Hacking 101

This book is filled with hacked copycat recipes for you to cook right away. But if you’d like to crack other secret formulas you will need a good collection of tips and tricks to help you decode the recipes you love most.


Step 1: Research (Away from Home)

To hack a restaurant dish, the first step is to visit the restaurant and order the food. Take photos of the dish to document how it’s plated, and then start tasting and examining it. This research phase is when you’ll want to ask the server questions about specific ingredients and preparation techniques. This is also when you’ll be observing any visual clues that could help later. Small clues most people don’t notice can reveal key details you can use to make your recipes great. For example, when I was at Five Guys gathering clues for my hack of the Cajun Fries, I observed that the bags of potatoes stacked around the restaurant had dates printed on them. With that information, I learned that the chain stores its potatoes for a period of time before using them because older potatoes produce crispier French fries.

You might also be able to observe an entire cooking process in restaurants that have a visible kitchen. When I was at Panda Express on a mission to hack the chain’s famous chow mein, I noticed they were almost out of the dish, so I ordered two large boxes to go. This prompted them to immediately prepare a fresh batch while I watched the process. I walked away with lots of fresh chow mein that day, along with solid intel on the preparation—which helped me make a killer clone.

Be sure to grab a sample of the food to take home for later analysis and taste tests, and consider ordering an additional serving in a semi-deconstructed state, with the sauces and garnishes packaged separately.



Step 2: Research (at Home)

Before planning your first recipe batch, closely examine the sample you brought home, deconstructing and dissecting it. When workers at Smashburger refused to give me any information about the herbs used on the chain’s SmashFries, I made my phone into a powerful magnifying glass by photographing the herbs on the fries and then zooming in on the image to identify which herbs were in the blend, and my copycat version turned out great.

Find similar recipes online or in cookbooks to determine which ingredients and techniques you might need to use for your hack, and look for additional clues about the food you’re hacking by exploring the history of the company, the product, or its creator, and by examining publicity materials, including press releases, TV ads, and social media posts. When I duplicated the Mrs. Fields cookie recipe for my first book, Top Secret Recipes, I found it helpful to learn more about Debbi Fields. I discovered, from her published interviews, that Mrs. Fields was a young housewife who first baked chocolate chip cookies for her husband’s business meetings. I started my hack with a popular chocolate chip cookie formula, as I assumed she did, and baked variations until one version matched hers.

And for my hack of Café du Monde beignets on my Food Hacker blog, I discovered that evaporated milk hadn’t been invented when the 150-year-old recipe was created. So, unlike other copycat recipes for the beignets, which require evaporated milk, mine calls for whole milk, and the results are a close match.



Step 3: Write a List of Ingredients

After sufficient research, you’ll be ready to write a first-batch recipe. Start by listing the ingredients you think you’ll use in a column on the left side of a notebook page. Then add your best guess measurement for each ingredient to the right of it. For each new batch you make, create a new column to record your adjusted measurements. The goal is to finalize the recipe before you reach the edge of the paper and run out of room.



Step 4: Make a Batch

While making your first batch, note all crucial preparation details, including measurements, durations, cooking times, temperatures, and how long to mix or knead the ingredients. Be sure to take detailed notes about everything you do—before you get distracted and forget. Too many notes are never a problem, but too few can be.



Step 5: Do Taste Tests

With each new batch, compare the taste and appearance to the original food to determine what changes to implement in your next batch. Try not to make too many measurement adjustments at once—just make incremental changes to a few primary ingredients until they seem right, and then refine the details until your recipe matches the original.

When you believe the recipe is complete, you may even seek second and third opinions to see if there’s anything you missed.



Step 6: Finalize It

Is a recipe ever truly done? It can be hard to resist tweaking old recipes as you learn new tricks. Recipes can be micro-adjusted ad infinitum, but you must eventually declare a recipe finished. Once a copycat version of a food provides the same joyful eating experience as the brand-name original, call it complete and move on. New food puzzles are waiting to be solved, and the next mission awaits.



Digging In

The food hacking secrets included in this book serve as a helpful guide, but you don’t need to be a copycat recipe chef to enjoy these dishes. In the 101 recipes that follow I’ve done all the hacking for you.

To be sure things go smoothly as you work through the recipes, here are a few quick tips that can help improve your final product:


	Read through the entire recipe before starting to avoid any surprises. You’ll want to know if there’s a long wait time for a step, such as brining chicken or cold-proofing some dough. You’ll also want to check if you need a specific tool, like an ice cream maker or a cake pop mold.

	When selecting ingredients, choose the best. The recipes in this book were made with the bestselling, most popular brands, and I suggest you do the same. Using uncommon discount brands just because they are cheaper might lead to undesirable results.

	Measure ingredients by weight if specified in the recipe. Weight is a more accurate way to measure some ingredients than using measuring cups, especially when baking. A kitchen scale will help you get consistent results. If you don’t already have one, an inexpensive scale is easy to come by online or in most kitchen supply stores.

	Measure everything very carefully. When measuring with spoons or cups, always scrape the top with the flat edge of a knife or the handle of another measuring cup so that the ingredients are level with the top edge of the scoop. Or keep clean popsicle sticks in your sugar and flour canisters so you always have a good way to level the ingredients. Scoop, then scrape. And don’t compress the ingredients unless specified, as with packed brown sugar.

	Don’t increase the yield unless the recipe indicates this can be done. Unless stated otherwise, many recipes shouldn’t be increased to boost yield, since changing the volume could negatively affect your results. If you need to make twice as much, you’re better off making the recipe twice.

	Follow recipes to the letter for the closest clone. Altering formulas to make recipes uniquely yours is what cooking is all about. However, if you’re looking for results that match the original dish, follow these recipes exactly as they are written.

	Take note of the difficulty level. I’ve given each recipe in this book a rating of easy, medium, or hard. Based primarily on how long it will take to make each dish, this rating can help you decide if you only have the time for a quick clone of Chipotle Guacamole, or if you want to take on a bigger challenge, like duping Starbucks Almond Croissants.



Whether you’re trying out some of the recipes in this book or crafting your own copycat masterpieces, food hacking is all about having fun in the kitchen and producing great grub. Now that you know many of my secrets for hacking popular dishes, it’s time to get cooking! In the pages ahead, 101 original copycat recipes are waiting for you—each one fully decoded so you can skip the spy work and head straight to the kitchen.
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APPLEBEE’S Chicken Wonton Tacos
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PREP TIME:

Active: 50 minutes

Inactive: 1 hour
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DIFFICULTY:

Medium

[image: ]

SERVES:

4 as an appetizer (8 tacos)



The first Applebee’s opened in 1980 in Decatur, Georgia, with a drugstore theme, and was called T.J. Applebee’s Rx for Edibles & Elixirs. In 1986, the name was shortened to Applebee’s Neighborhood Grill + Bar to emphasize a shift toward a more community-focused atmosphere. After the name change, the company grew rapidly, and by 1998 Applebee’s had become the first casual chain in America to reach 1,000 units.

The name change isn’t the only reason Applebee’s became so successful. The restaurant also serves tasty food that middle America wants to eat, including the popular Chicken Wonton Taco. Copying these delicious tacos at home requires cloning four parts, none of which is difficult: grilled chicken, coleslaw, secret dumpling sauce, and the crispy wonton shell that holds all of it.

Crispy wonton taco shells are not usually found in stores, but making your own is easy with wonton wrappers and a skillet of hot oil. It takes less than a minute to fry each wonton taco shell, and take it from me: You’ll get better at it as you go. Just be sure to leave plenty of room in the shells for all the delicious fillings.


[image: A graphic of a chef in a trench coat and sunglasses, with the text, Top Secret Hack.]

Seek shortcuts whenever possible to simplify your build. A coleslaw kit (found in the produce section of most grocery stores) has the perfect blend of pre-shredded cabbage and carrots, which saves lots of prep time. Simply measure out 4 cups of the kit and mix it with the minced cilantro and dressing in this recipe.



FOR COLESLAW:


	3 tablespoons mayonnaise

	1 tablespoon granulated sugar

	1 teaspoon rice vinegar

	½ teaspoon lemon juice

	1⁄16 teaspoon salt

	4 cups thinly sliced green cabbage

	¼ cup shredded carrot

	1 tablespoon minced fresh cilantro



FOR DUMPLING SAUCE:


	1 teaspoon cornstarch

	2 tablespoons water

	2 tablespoons soy sauce

	1 tablespoon plus 1 teaspoon rice vinegar

	¼ cup granulated sugar

	¼ teaspoon sesame oil

	¼ teaspoon crushed red pepper



FOR CRISPY WONTON SHELLS:


	8 (3"–4") wonton wrappers

	Oil, for frying



FOR CHICKEN:


	2 skinless chicken thigh fillets

	2 teaspoons vegetable oil

	½ teaspoon paprika

	¼ teaspoon salt

	¼ cup sweet chili sauce



FOR GARNISH:


	1 teaspoon minced fresh cilantro

	8 lime wedges



RECIPE STEPS:


	1. To make coleslaw: Whisk together mayonnaise, sugar, vinegar, lemon juice, and salt in a large bowl until sugar has mostly dissolved. Add cabbage, carrot, and cilantro; toss well, then cover and chill for at least 1 hour. Allowing it to chill for several hours or overnight is even better.

	2. To make dumpling sauce: Stir cornstarch into water in a small saucepan. Add remaining ingredients, and place over medium heat. When sauce starts to bubble, lower heat and let it simmer for 1 minute before turning off heat and covering until needed.

	3. Prepare crispy wonton shells by heating 1" of oil in a skillet over medium heat. Once oil is hot, add a wonton wrapper and let it cook until it blisters, which should take only 1–2 seconds.

	4. Flip wrapper and cook for another 1–2 seconds. Then use tongs to grab a corner of wrapper and bend it diagonally in half, holding it in that position for 5–10 seconds until side in oil turns golden brown. It can be helpful to use another pair of tongs or another utensil to keep wonton wrapper steady with one hand while you fold it with the other. Flip wrapper to cook other side for an additional 5–10 seconds until it is golden brown, while continuing to hold wonton open with tongs so that there is about 1" of space between sides of shell for filling.

	5. To make chicken: Preheat grill to high. Rub chicken thighs with oil and cook for 4–6 minutes per side until they reach an internal temperature of 165°F. Let chicken cool 5 minutes, then dice.

	6. When you’re ready to build tacos, heat 2 teaspoons of oil in a medium skillet over medium heat. Add diced chicken to pan and season it with paprika and salt. Cook for 1 minute to heat chicken thoroughly, then add sweet chili sauce to pan. Cook for 30 seconds while stirring to coat chicken with sauce, then turn off heat.

	7. Spoon diced chicken into wonton shells and top with coleslaw. Drizzle each taco with dumpling sauce, sprinkle minced cilantro over plate, and serve with lime wedges on side.



[image: ] FIELD NOTES

Holding tacos up while you fill them can be a challenge, especially if you don’t have a taco holder. You can make your own taco holder by turning a muffin pan upside down and placing the tacos between the raised muffin cups.





APPLEBEE’S Riblets
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PREP TIME:

Active: 20 minutes

Inactive: 4 hours

[image: ]

DIFFICULTY:

Easy

[image: ]

SERVES:

2



To begin cloning this popular dish from the national chain, I needed an answer to a big question: “What are Riblets?” I soon discovered that “Riblets” is Applebee’s branded name for button ribs or rib tips, which are a flat cut trimmed from the back end of pork spareribs.

This particular cut is packed with lots of connective tissue, and that’s a good thing because it breaks down after 3–4 hours of braising, producing fork-tender meat that slips off the bone. Of the cooking methods I tried, including steaming, slow-roasting, and smoking, braising resulted in the most tender and flavorful ribs—even before adding the sauce.

For the braising liquid formula, I discovered that chicken broth infused with liquid smoke produces tender ribs that taste like they came out of a smoker. (Liquid smoke is created by condensing the liquid particles in smoke from real burning wood. It’s a great secret ingredient for adding smoky flavor to foods when you don’t have a smoker.) Finish off the braised ribs on your grill and baste them with this hack for Applebee’s honey barbecue sauce or your favorite bottled sauce. Your Riblets, your choice.
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Keep digging until you find the information you need; it’s out there somewhere. Riblets are not a standard cut of pork, so I had to identify this unusual cut. Rummaging through online photos, I eventually determined, through visual comparison, that this cut was trimmed from the back end of spareribs. I learned they’re called button ribs or rib tips, and I found them at Walmart.



FOR BRAISED RIB TIPS:


	2 cups chicken broth

	3 tablespoons hickory liquid smoke

	2 teaspoons kosher salt

	½ teaspoon ground black pepper

	2–3 pounds rib tips



FOR HONEY BARBECUE SAUCE:


	⅔ cup (1 6-ounce can) tomato paste

	1 cup water

	⅓ cup molasses

	⅓ cup dark brown sugar, packed

	3 tablespoons honey

	1 tablespoon hickory liquid smoke

	1 teaspoon celery salt

	¾ teaspoon salt

	¼ teaspoon ground black pepper

	¼ teaspoon onion powder

	¼ teaspoon garlic powder

	⅓ cup white wine vinegar



RECIPE STEPS:


	1. Preheat your oven to 225°F.

	2. Combine broth, liquid smoke, salt, and pepper in a 9" × 13" baking pan. Place rib tips in pan with fattiest side facing up, ensuring they are submerged as much as possible in liquid. Cover pan with foil and bake for 2 hours. Flip rib tips, re-cover, and continue to cook for another 1½–2 hours until meat is tender and has pulled back about ½" from edges of bones. Once rib tips are tender, remove them from oven and keep them covered for 30 minutes while preheating grill to high.

	3. While rib tips are cooking, make sauce by combining all ingredients except white wine vinegar in a small saucepan over medium-low heat. When sauce begins to bubble, continue to simmer until sauce thickens, about 20 minutes. Add vinegar and bring sauce up to a simmer again, still over medium-low heat. Simmer for 5 minutes; cool, uncovered, for 10 minutes; then add a cover and let cool until needed.

	4. Grill rib tips on first side for 2–4 minutes until grill marks appear. Then flip each one and baste with barbecue sauce. After another 2–4 minutes, once grill marks form on other side, flip rib tips, baste that side with sauce, and arrange them neatly on a serving plate.



[image: ] FIELD NOTES

Braising is excellent for tenderizing tough cuts of meat that contain a lot of fat and connective tissue. The process can take anywhere from 2–4 hours—occasionally longer, depending on the cut. However, when the meat is fall-apart tender, remove it from the pot immediately. Overcooking can actually dry out the meat, which might seem strange considering it is submerged in liquid, but it happens!





APPLEBEE’S Spinach & Artichoke Dip
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PREP TIME:

Active: 15 minutes

Inactive: 20 minutes

[image: ]

DIFFICULTY:

Easy

[image: ]

SERVES:

4–6



When I saw the results of a Mashed online poll indicating that most people chose the chain’s Spinach & Artichoke Dip as their favorite appetizer from the Applebee’s menu, I suddenly realized I hadn’t yet cracked the recipe and immediately got to work.

After just one taste of this dip, it was clear why the dish is so popular. Most spinach dips are made with just two cheeses, but this version is made with a delicious blend of several Italian cheeses. Thankfully, many grocery stores sell blends of shredded Italian cheese that work great for this clone.

And there’s no need to defrost the frozen spinach ahead of time—that will be taken care of when it steams in your microwave. Serve the hot dip with tortilla chips and salsa on the side.


[image: A graphic of a chef in a trench coat and sunglasses, with the text, Top Secret Hack.]

The menu said the dip contained a blend of Italian cheeses, but it was impossible to determine precisely which cheeses. Fortunately, the pre-shredded blend of Italian cheese sold in many grocery stores is very close to my sample. When I added Asiago to the mix, the flavor was complete, and this solution saved me from having to buy and shred several separate blocks of cheese. Commonly used ingredient blends, like Italian seasoning, pumpkin pie spice, salad kits, and shredded cheese blends, might be worth considering to save time and money when creating your clone recipe.



FOR DIP:


	1 (10-ounce) box frozen chopped spinach

	1 (8-ounce) package cream cheese

	⅓ cup heavy cream

	½ cup shredded Italian cheese blend (mozzarella, Parmesan, provolone, etc.)

	¼ cup shredded Asiago cheese

	¼ cup grated Parmesan cheese

	1 (14-ounce) can quartered artichoke hearts in brine

	1 teaspoon minced garlic

	½ teaspoon salt



FOR TOPPING:


	2 tablespoons grated Parmesan cheese



RECIPE STEPS:


	1. Place frozen spinach in a microwave-safe bowl and cover it with plastic wrap. Poke a few holes in top of plastic to vent. Microwave on high for 4 minutes, stir, then microwave again on high for 2 more minutes. Keep bowl covered and set it aside.

	2. Combine cream cheese, cream, and other cheese in a medium saucepan over medium-low heat. Whisk or stir mixture as it heats until cheese is melted and sauce is smooth, about 5 minutes.

	3. While cheese melts, drain artichoke hearts and trim off leafy parts. You want mostly tender hearts for this recipe, and you’ll get about 4 ounces of trimmed hearts from one can. Add artichoke hearts, spinach, garlic, and salt to pan. Lower heat to medium-low and let it simmer for 10 minutes until spinach becomes tender and dip thickens. It will continue to thicken as it cools, so turn off heat when dip is still slightly loose.

	4. Preheat broiler to high.

	5. Spoon dip into an oven-safe dish and sprinkle Parmesan cheese on top. Place dish in a baking pan and broil for 1–2 minutes until Parmesan cheese turns light brown. Serve hot.



[image: ] FIELD NOTES

This dip freezes great, so you can easily whip up a quick snack for unexpected visitors. To reheat, slowly defrost the frozen dip in your microwave oven or place it in a covered saucepan over the lowest heat and stir often until hot.





BJ’S RESTAURANT & BREWHOUSE Bacon Jam Wings
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PREP TIME:

Active: 40 minutes

Inactive: 3 hours

[image: ]

DIFFICULTY:

Medium

[image: ]

SERVES:

4 as an appetizer



The sweet bacon and onion sauce often used to dress up steaks and burgers becomes a fantastic wing topper in this appetizer. I’ve unlocked the secret bacon jam recipe here, along with a special two-step cooking process to make perfect wings with great flavor.

This copycat version bakes the brined wings with moist heat to simulate the CVap commercial moist ovens BJ’s uses to cook ribs and wings. When you’re ready to serve the dish, just fry the wings until crispy, toss with bacon jam, and serve with celery and ranch dressing on the side. You should have plenty of bacon jam left over for more wings or to use as a burger spread.
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Learning what equipment is used in a restaurant’s kitchen can provide clues to how the food is prepared. By talking to the server, I found out the kitchen at BJ’s uses a CVap commercial moist oven to prepare the wings. By researching the functions of this equipment, I learned that the wings are cooked with moist heat, so I created a technique that simulates the restaurant’s process at home. (And while investigating a different hack recipe, I discovered Chili’s uses a similar multifunction cooking/smoking appliance from Convotherm in their kitchen to prepare the chain’s famous baby back ribs.)



FOR WINGS:


	5 cups water

	⅓ cup kosher salt

	12 chicken wings, drumettes and flats



FOR BACON JAM:


	12 ounces uncooked bacon, coarsely chopped

	2 cups peeled and diced yellow onion

	1⅓ cups water

	1½ teaspoons cornstarch

	½ cup dark brown sugar, packed

	½ cup K.C. Masterpiece Barbecue Sauce (or similar peppery BBQ sauce)

	2 tablespoons apple cider vinegar

	¼ teaspoon salt

	¼ teaspoon ground cayenne pepper



FOR RUB:


	1 tablespoon granulated sugar

	2½ teaspoons salt

	1½ teaspoons garlic powder

	1½ teaspoons coarse ground black pepper

	1 teaspoon paprika

	½ teaspoon onion powder

	⅛ teaspoon ground cayenne pepper

	⅛ teaspoon citric acid

	1½ cups water

	Vegetable oil, for frying



FOR GARNISH:


	1 teaspoon minced fresh parsley



RECIPE STEPS:


	1. To make wings: Combine water and salt in a large bowl or storage container. Add wings and refrigerate for 2 hours, then rinse brine off wings with cold water.

	2. To make bacon jam: While wings are brining, add chopped uncooked bacon to a large saucepan over medium heat. Cook until bacon becomes crispy, 15–20 minutes, then strain bacon from fat. Reserve 2 tablespoons of fat.

	3. Pour reserved bacon fat back into saucepan over medium heat. Add onion and cook for 6–8 minutes, stirring often, until onion is soft but not browned.

	4. Dice bacon into smaller pieces (about the size of onion), then add it to pan.

	5. Combine water and cornstarch, then add to pan along with remaining ingredients. Once mixture begins to simmer, cook it for 20 minutes or until it thickens and becomes slightly darker. Cover.

	6. Preheat oven to 375°F.

	7. To make rub: Combine rub ingredients in a small bowl, then generously sprinkle over wings. Arrange wings on a rack placed in a 9" × 13" baking pan. Add water to bottom of pan, then cover and bake for 30 minutes. Let wings cool, covered, for 10 minutes, then refrigerate them for later or complete frying step.

	8. Preheat at least 3" of oil in a large saucepan, Dutch oven, or deep fryer to 350°F. Fry wings in batches for 4–5 minutes until crispy. Then transfer them to a rack or a plate lined with paper towels for a minute to drain off some of oil.

	9. Toss wings with bacon jam in a large bowl until well coated. Sprinkle with minced parsley just before serving.



[image: ] FIELD NOTES

If you’ve never made a dish before—like bacon jam in this case—examine a variety of recipes and try the one that seems closest to your target. Taste the results side by side with your restaurant sample and decide what needs adjusting. For this hack, I customized an existing bacon jam recipe by adding a popular off-the-shelf barbecue sauce, and it was a great match for the BJ’s version.
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BONCHON Chicken Wings
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PREP TIME:

Active: 45 minutes

Inactive: None

[image: ]

DIFFICULTY:

Medium

[image: ]

SERVES:

2



Korean chicken is famous for its extra-crispy coating, and Bonchon’s chicken—especially the wings—is a favorite around the world. The chain’s famous formula is why there are now over 473 Bonchon outlets in multiple countries, including over 150 in the US, with plans to open more in the US in the near future.

The biggest challenge when creating this Bonchon Chicken Wings copycat recipe was finding the perfect magical mixture for batter that fries to a golden brown with a light crispiness that stays crunchy long after the wings have been brushed with the flavorful glaze. The wings are par-fried, rested, and then fried again until done, but figuring out just how long to give each stage was also tough to determine—every recipe I found for Korean chicken used different times and temps. Some recipes even changed the temperature between frying steps, but that extra step made the recipe much too tricky to manage when frying multiple batches.

I eventually settled on 350°F, with most of the frying done up front in the par-fry stage. A three-ingredient batter is all that’s needed for crispy golden-brown wings, and the soy garlic sauce is an easy hack using your microwave oven. If you like your wings spicy, it’s very easy to kick them up by adding 1 tablespoon plus 2 teaspoons Korean red chili paste (gochujang) and 2 teaspoons fine Korean red pepper powder (gochugaru) to the soy garlic recipe.
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Want your





	Vegetable oil, for frying





	1 cup dark brown sugar, packed

	2 tablespoons soy sauce

	2 tablespoons mirin

	2 tablespoons water

	1 teaspoon rice vinegar

	½ teaspoon garlic powder





	1 cup (5 ounces) all-purpose flour, plus 1 more cup for breading

	¼ teaspoon plus ⅛ teaspoon baking soda

	1⅓ cups water

	20 chicken wings (drumettes and flats)





	1. Preheat 2"–3" of oil (enough to cover wings) in a deep fryer, Dutch oven, or large saucepan to 350°F.

	2. To make soy garlic sauce: Combine all ingredients in a medium microwave-safe bowl and cook on high for 1 minute. Stir to dissolve sugar. Cover sauce and set it aside.

	3. To make wings: Whisk together 5 ounces of flour and baking soda in a medium bowl, then whisk in water. Measure an additional 1 cup of flour into another medium bowl.

	4. Drop several wings into flour, and coat them well with it. Let wings sit in flour for a couple of minutes, then dip each one into wet batter and allow excess batter to drip off. Carefully lower each wing into oil, and cook them in batches for 8 minutes until breading is golden brown. Remove wings from oil and let them sit out for 4 minutes.

	5. Fry them a second time for 5–6 minutes until browned. Remove wings from oil and let them sit for 2 minutes, then brush them on both sides with sauce. If you’d like to serve more than a few wings at a time, fry them all and hold unsauced wings in a 250°F oven until they are all fried, then brush them all with sauce just before serving.
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