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Dedication

TO CHAD—LIFE IS BETTER WITH YOU
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Introduction

I Am Homesteader
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I HAVE BEEN FOOD BLOGGING FOR OVER A DECADE. My first ever blog was named i am mommy and it was about, you guessed it, being a mom. I knew nothing about baking or cooking (or momming, for that matter) and was forced into the task by having to feed a hardworking husband and kids. As I started to share my baked goods online, I decided that I didn’t want recipes clogging up my precious mommy blog, so I started i am baker. That hasty decision ended up changing my life by introducing me to a world of dessert and amazing new friends, and it gave me an opportunity to tap into a skill set I never knew I possessed: baking stuff and making people laugh.

Speaking of humor, mine is self-deprecating and observational. As a Midwesterner, born and raised, behaviors from around the country never cease to baffle and delight me. I thought Valley Girl was just a movie, not a way of talking that actually existed in the world. The first live video I ever did on Facebook was inundated with comments like “I love your accent!” and “You remind me of that movie Fargo!” An accent? Well, apparently I talked funny, at least according to the rest of the country. And acted funny and ate weird things like hot dish and lefse. As a small-town girl trying to make an impact on the World Wide Web, it occurred to me that if I was going to make any impact at all, it would have to be at my own expense, which just so happened to fit right into my already self-deprecating personality.

The first “character” I ever posted was in 2011. She was named Aunt Inga. She had a hubby named Sven and said things like “you betcha” and “dontcha know.” She was based on the family I loved and language I was familiar with. She paved the way for Shirley (more on that in a bit).

About eight years ago, well into my food-blogging career, my husband and I bought a fifteen-acre property in rural Minnesota. He grew up farming and knew how to garden, can, and build things. I decided I wanted to dive headfirst into homesteading and raise chickens, ducks, guinea fowl—and maybe goats and pigs someday. With zero experience or knowledge under my belt, I wanted to figure out how to have a garden big enough to sustain the family even throughout a long, cold Minnesota winter. We have achieved those goals thus far—and that love of homesteading led to my starting a new website called i am homesteader. Lots of savory slow-cooking recipes—hot dish, meat and potatoes, and all the things we actually eat as a family of seven. I love my blogs and website and what they represent and am thankful for the impact they have made on our lives.

[image: image]

But I’m going to tell you something that I probably shouldn’t tell you: I didn’t write this book for the reasons you might think, and I am not your average homesteader.

Up until 2020, I had desperately wanted to share a cookbook that everyone would love, that would have recipes that everyone would enjoy, that would be overwhelming in a fantastic culinary kind of way. I wanted to win awards and be recognized and have people sending me letters ten years from now telling me that it is still one of their favorite books. Big, bold, ambitious dreams.

But everything changed—in pretty dramatic ways—during the pandemic.

I stayed at home for fourteen months (literally) and ended up going a little stir-crazy. I created a character called Shirley on my Instagram page. She works for the Your Content Is Terrible Hotline, answering calls about terrible content on the internet. This was inspired by feedback I had gotten about my own website. It was me venting in a very passive-aggressive way—but people seemed to think it was funny!

All of a sudden I had more attention than I could have ever dreamed of. Famous people were following me, reporters were calling me, and production companies were asking if I wanted to do my own TV show on the best networks.

Um—Yes! Dream come true!

After months of negotiations with my dream producers and network, I did the unthinkable: I walked away from that opportunity.

Something important had occurred to me through that process of negotiating my worth (man, was that a humbling experience): Fame and notoriety were not as important to me as I had thought. In fact, they were the opposite of what I saw in my future. I didn’t tell many people, because I thought the world would see my decision as foolish. And I honestly understand why people would think that. The truth was, it wasn’t my dream.

It occurred to me in a loud, crazy, no-doubt-about-it kind of way that I had everything I wanted right now. I didn’t need to reinvent the wheel and hope that folks would see my value as a food blogger and content creator. And I realized that the recipes I wanted to share in this book didn’t have to be 100 percent innovative. But they did have to mean something, even if only to me.

So this book, the one you are holding in your hands, is the furthest thing from an attempt to make it for everyone. It simply contains the recipes that my family makes and loves. These recipes are comfort food. They are heavily influenced by my midwestern roots, with a mix of baking creativity. Lots of folks don’t have any idea how fantastic and crazy the food is here in the Midwest—salads made of dessert. Hot dish for any time of the day and every occasion. Bar recipes that get passed around to every lady at the church for generations. There’s nothing fancy about it. And we don’t eat “from the land” for every meal. I am the first to admit that while I am obsessed with my cream cheese coffee cake, my kids often start the day with cereal because I couldn’t get my act together in time to make them breakfast. For five days in a row. Every week.

I sincerely hope that you do love these recipes and that there is something in this book you can enjoy with your family. I hope it will encourage big family meals where stories are shared and memories are made. And that after making something from this book, you’ll carry with you the memories of the best snickerdoodle cookie you ever had and, most important, the people you shared it with.




Meet the Family
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ALL MY KIDS MAKE ME LAUGH, but Olivia makes me belly-laugh. The way she can drop a one-liner with innocence in her eyes—except for that little sparkle of devious delight—makes her my favorite. The way she sees the world and how she interprets things never fail to bring me joy! Like when she asks me, “Do I really have to wear sleeves on my legs, Mom?” Yes, sweet child, pants are necessary in February in Minnesota.

Olivia is passionate about food. All food. She will try anything and she will enjoy it, even if she doesn’t. Every meal ends with “That was the best meal I’ve ever had in my entire life, Mom”—and I think she means it.

I can’t include her opinion when testing recipes because she would rather stub her toe than ever tell me she didn’t like something. One time I made an incredibly ugly cake. It was a complete decorating fail. She ran up to me and said, “Huggy!” (because she needs a minimum of 397 hugs a day), then, “It’s okay, Mom. It’s pretty in my mind.” She sure is great to have around when my confidence needs a boost!

[image: image]

EDDIE—MY DEAR, SWEET EDDIE. Probably my pickiest eater, but that is of my own creation. From the moment he was born, he had this gorgeous red hair and bright blue eyes. I tell him I love his hair every time he is in my presence. That is not an exaggeration. Out of five kids, he is the only redhead!

He is set up on a pedestal and I am constantly telling him how special he is, how only 1 to 2 percent of the population has red hair and only .17 percent of the population has red hair and blue eyes. He is my favorite child. He’s smart as heck. Remembers everything he’s ever heard, can recite Bible verses better than I, and could probably skip ahead three grades if he didn’t love his friends in his class so much. But he doesn’t like tomatoes. Early on, I told him that was okay, he didn’t have to like all foods, just try them at least once. Although maybe I didn’t make him try them . . . he is my favorite after all.
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AUDREY HAS BEEN HELPING ME with my food blogs and is turning out to be quite the baker. She makes cookies and cakes and has such amazing ideas for new cookie creations. Sometimes I look at Audrey and wonder how I got so lucky as a mom. She is so beautiful, inside and out. But the inside part is what constantly amazes me.

I love heart-to-hearts with Audrey. She has an ability to be raw and vulnerable, and that is something I have never, ever possessed. She’s twelve going on thirty and yet sees the world through an innocent and hopeful lens. I hope that she keeps those attributes forever, as they are such a beautiful expression of her faith and her capacity to love. Audrey is my favorite, my hope for the future, and will probably contribute to my going completely gray. For now, for six more precious years, I am going to hold on tight to her because being around Audrey makes me a better person. I can’t wait to someday call my daughter my friend.

[image: image]

DID YOU EVER HAVE A CHILD who is a born leader? That’s my Colton. He is a firstborn, so that explains a lot, but he also has this natural self-confidence, which inspires me like crazy. He is sixteen, handsome, six feet tall, has no desire to get his driver’s license, wears Stormy Kromer hats, and wants to be a poultryman someday. Colton marches to the beat of his own drum. I have no idea where he gets this innate confidence and complete lack of concern for what others think about him.

He has been a huge help for my business, working after school and all throughout the summer. He is an official taste tester for my food blogs because I know he will tell me the truth and offer up advice on how to make it better. He’s clearly my favorite child. The quintessential firstborn, the trusty, dependable one. He still gives me a hug every single day and is the first to look at me randomly and say, “Need a hug, Mom? It looks like you need a hug.” And I always do.
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WHEN PARKER WAS A BABY, strangers would stop me in stores and say that he was the most beautiful baby they’d ever seen. As his mom, I already knew that, of course, but it sure is nice to hear.

Parker is the opposite of me . . . quiet, thoughtful, and so careful with his words. When he talks, we all stop to listen intently, because we know it will be impactful. His unique sensitive demeanor makes him my favorite child. And I know that when I let him start dating at twenty-five, he will be a ladies’ man—all the girls will be drawn to his amazing listening skills and charming smile. Oh my word, I just gave myself a heart attack. Dating is officially out of the question until I am dead.

[image: image]

I LUCKED OUT IN THE HUSBAND DEPARTMENT. Chad is handsome, kind, a great friend to all, and a devoted son, brother, father, and husband. Hugely successful with his chosen career and as calm and matter of fact as they come. When folks say “opposites attract,” they aren’t kidding. We are nothing alike. Chad gets along with everyone. I pick fights with imaginary people and scream at anyone who has ever been lucky enough to be driving on the road at the same time I am.

We were fortunate enough to be able to retire him a few years ago, and the kids have absolutely thrived with him being home. Get this—he does homework with the kids and doesn’t even yell. Like, he’s patient. What’s that all about? He is the reason I don’t go off on the world every five seconds—I tell him my woes and he listens, then calmly says, “It is what it is.” Then I mimic “It is what it is” in a sarcastic, whiny voice and sulk until it sinks in that he’s right and I can’t change anything about anyone else.

You know what else Chad is amazing at? Guessing things. I will come in after a twelve-hour day and say, “Guess what?,” and he’ll guess it. Who does that? If I’d been about to say, “Alligators have seven legs now,” he would have already guessed. Sigh. I love that man. But he probably already guessed that.
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UFFDA

Having grown up with this word, I really didn’t know it wasn’t widely used until the internet made fun of me. And once that happened, I made it my mission to say it as often as possible. I’m stubborn like that.

You may be wondering, what does uffda even mean? It’s so simple. We Minnesotans use that word when we are surprised, upset, or tired; when it is too cold or too hot outside, when something bad happens; when we want to let Southerners know just how northern we are; when someone guesses a bad letter on Wheel of Fortune; and most important, when there is an emotional response required in hard conversations. If a Minnesotan responds with an uffda, they probably care very deeply about you and your situation, and that is their way of expressing it. That or they just got bit by a mosquito.

HOMESTEADING

If you look up the definition of homesteading, you’ll probably realize we don’t quite fit it. We aren’t self-sufficient. I love having a grocery store ten minutes away and definitely love Amazon delivering anything I may need right to my doorstep, even if it often takes two to seven days to get here. I also really, really love electricity. Summers in Minnesota are often very hot, and I would be a mess without air-conditioning. I consider myself “naturally insulated,” dontcha know. I also love my stand mixer and oven and don’t want to resort to exclusively campfire cooking just yet.

We do, however, garden and preserve food, raise fowl, keep bees, and own a tractor that we use all year long. I make a mean salve from the acres of dandelions, and we feed the birds with our giant sunflowers.

The kids have a firm grasp of the circle of life and have helped build a chicken coop and an outhouse; they’ve stacked wood for days and know the proper protocol should they see a bear. (Yes, we have seen them around—even on our deck!) When it comes to recipes from the homestead, many utilize the bounty of the garden as well as the animals we raise. We collect eggs daily from our free-range chickens and raise meat hens for butchering, which we also do ourselves right here on the property.

We are always looking for opportunities to be more self-sufficient and to teach our kids survival tools should they suddenly find themselves alone in the middle of a forest and in need of food and shelter. It could totally happen.
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Breakfast

TRUTH BE TOLD, my husband is the official breakfast maker in the family. He contributed a few amazing recipes to the book and I am so thankful. Baked goods are my specialty—you won’t find a better banana muffin anywhere—but savory is his. Pulled Pork Hash, Homemade Sausage Patties with Jalapeño and Cheddar, and Ham and Cheese Egg Bake are from his brain and upbringing.

Breakfast is the only meal of the day that I can indulge in and not feel guilty after. You have the whole day ahead of you to take the stairs instead of the elevator, park far away from the grocery store to get a few steps in, or take a run later to burn off those extra glorious calories. Of course I don’t do any of those things, but I could.


Buttermilk Pancakes with Blueberry Syrup

Ham and Cheese Egg Bake

Buttermilk Biscuits

Sausage and Gravy Biscuits

Blueberry Coffee Cake

Cream Cheese Coffee Cake

Overnight Caramel Rolls

Bakery-Style Blueberry Muffins

Banana Banana Muffins

Pulled Pork Hash

Homemade Sausage Patties with Jalapeño and Cheddar

Sausage, Egg, and Cheese Breakfast Sliders

Breakfast Pie Skillet






Buttermilk Pancakes with Blueberry Syrup
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I had to resist the urge to put my real recipe in this book. The only difference is quantity, but it’s a big difference for us. We quadruple this recipe. My family of seven devour as many as they can, but there are always a few left over. Those are designated for day snacking and the chickens. Our chickens love pancakes and will jump for joy, quite literally, when they see us walking to the coop with a stack. So while, yes, these pancakes are amazing for humans and you will love them, and they are worth trying next time you decide to treat the family to a hot breakfast, they are also fantastic for any feathery friends you might also consider family.

PREP TIME: 20 minutes • COOK TIME: 10 minutes • MAKES 8 PANCAKES


1½ cups (188 g) all-purpose flour

3½ teaspoons baking powder

½ teaspoon kosher salt

¼ cup (50 g) granulated sugar

1¼ cups (300 ml) buttermilk

1 large egg

3 tablespoons unsalted butter, melted and cooled, plus more for the griddle

Blueberry Syrup, for serving




1. In a large bowl, stir together the flour, baking powder, salt, and sugar.

2. In a medium bowl, whisk the buttermilk, egg, and melted butter. Pour the buttermilk mixture into the flour mixture and stir until just combined, taking care not to overmix.

3. Melt about a tablespoon of butter in an electric griddle over medium heat. Drop about ¼ cup of batter onto the griddle and let the batter expand. When bubbles form on the edges (about 2 minutes), flip the pancake and continue cooking until golden brown. Repeat with the remaining batter, greasing the griddle with more butter as necessary.

4. Serve warm with blueberry syrup.




Blueberry Syrup

[image: image]

PREP TIME: 5 minutes • COOK TIME: 20 minutes


3 cups (570 g) fresh or frozen blueberries

3 tablespoons freshly squeezed lemon juice

⅓ cup (67 g) granulated sugar

1 tablespoon cornstarch




1. Place a medium saucepan over medium-low heat. Add the blueberries, lemon juice, sugar, and ⅓ cup (80 ml) water to the saucepan. Bring to a gentle boil, stirring occasionally, until the sugar has completely dissolved and the blueberries have softened.

2. Meanwhile, in a small bowl, whisk the cornstarch with 2 tablespoons water until dissolved. Add the mixture to the blueberries and stir. Gently boil until thickened, 5 to 10 minutes. Remove from the heat (the sauce will thicken further as it cools).

3. Store the syrup in an airtight container in the refrigerator for up to 2 weeks.






Ham and Cheese Egg Bake
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I was first introduced to egg bakes by my mother-in-law, Patty. On a beautiful Saturday morning more than twenty years ago, she served one to my husband and me for breakfast. I didn’t want to reveal my ignorance, so I didn’t say anything, but I sure did show them I was a “healthy” eater. From that moment on we have incorporated egg bakes into our breakfast routine.

The beauty of this recipe? You can make it ahead of time, and you can easily modify it with whatever ingredients you have on hand. Sausage and Gruyère? Go for it. Salmon and dill? Um, yes, please.

PREP TIME: 20 minutes • CHILL TIME: 8 hours • COOK TIME: 1 hour • MAKES 12 SERVINGS


Nonstick spray

12 cups ½-inch French bread cubes

2 cups (270 g) finely diced ham

2 cups (226 g) shredded cheddar cheese

12 large eggs

2 cups (480 ml) whole milk

2 teaspoons ground mustard

1 teaspoon kosher salt

½ teaspoon freshly ground black pepper




1. Grease a 9 × 13-inch baking dish with nonstick spray.

2. Arrange half the bread in the prepared baking dish. Top the bread with half of the diced ham and half the cheese. Add the remaining cubed bread, then ham, and finally cheese.

3. In a large bowl, whisk the eggs. Add the milk, ground mustard, salt, and pepper and stir to combine. Pour the egg mixture evenly over the layers of bread, ham, and cheese.

4. Cover the baking dish with foil and refrigerate for 8 to 12 hours to let the egg mixture absorb into the bread.

5. When ready to bake, preheat the oven to 350°F.

6. Bake, covered in the foil, for 45 minutes. Remove the foil and bake for 15 minutes more, or until the center no longer jiggles.

7. Let the egg bake sit for 5 minutes, then cut into squares and serve.

8. Store leftovers in an airtight container in the refrigerator for 2 or 3 days.






Buttermilk Biscuits
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Growing up in the northern Midwest means that, culinarily speaking, I’m not supposed to be an expert on biscuits. That’s a southern specialty. And I can agree to some extent; I didn’t grow up at my grandma’s side, watching her make biscuits from scratch. But as a food blogger, I’ve tested more recipes than I can count, and I finally settled on the one recipe that was perfect every time—it bakes up light and fluffy and, most important, is just as good on day two. I often double the recipe on a big sheet pan, as the kids seem insistent on eating food every single day.

The secret to these biscuits is grating the cold butter, then adding more butter right out of the oven. So basically the secret is not a big secret—it’s just a lot of butter.

PREP TIME: 10 minutes • COOK TIME: 12 to 16 minutes • MAKES 12 BISCUITS


1 cup (2 sticks / 227 g) cold salted butter

4 cups (500 g) all-purpose flour, plus more for the work surface

2 tablespoons granulated sugar

½ teaspoon baking soda

2 tablespoons baking powder

2 cups (480 ml) buttermilk

2 tablespoons melted salted butter, for brushing




1. Preheat the oven to 450°F. Line a sheet pan with parchment paper.

2. Using the fine side of your grater, grate the butter onto a separate piece of parchment paper. Place the paper with the butter in the freezer while you prepare the remaining ingredients.

3. In a large bowl, whisk the flour, sugar, baking soda, and baking powder. Using a fork, incorporate the grated butter into the dry ingredients. Pour in the buttermilk and stir until mostly combined, taking care not to overwork the dough.

4. Place the dough on a work surface and use your hands to push it together, gathering up any dry bits and pressing them into the dough. Add some flour underneath it if the counter is getting sticky. Press the dough into a flat square about 1½ inches thick. Fold over once and press down. Fold over again and press down. Fold over a third time and press the dough to 1½ inches thick.

5. Press a biscuit cutter, round cookie cutter, or tall water glass into the dough and place each biscuit onto the prepared sheet pan.

6. Bake for 12 to 16 minutes, until the tops are golden brown.

7. Remove the biscuits from the oven and brush with melted butter. Serve immediately. (If you’re serving later, you can brush with more melted butter right before serving.)

8. Leftovers can be covered and stored at room temperature for 1 or 2 days or in the refrigerator for up to 1 week.






Sausage and Gravy Biscuits
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If you’ve made Buttermilk Biscuits, now it’s time to make one heckuva fantastic gravy. I have to echo the sentiment of a long line of home cooks who say, “It’s hard to measure the ingredients for gravy; you eyeball it as you go.” We most often make sausage gravy in the fall and winter, as it’s so hearty and satisfying. And truth be told, I don’t always add sage or marjoram, as exhaustion is a common mom trait and I just want to get my sweet family fed. But when I opt to follow the recipe, I’m always delighted by the addition of the extra seasoning. It really does give it something special.

PREP TIME: 15 minutes • COOK TIME: 20 minutes • MAKES 6 SERVINGS


1 teaspoon kosher salt

1 teaspoon Lawry’s Seasoned Salt

½ teaspoon freshly ground black pepper

¼ teaspoon ground sage

¼ teaspoon crushed red pepper flakes

Pinch of ground marjoram

Pinch of ground cloves

1 pound (454 g) ground pork sausage

⅓ cup (42 g) all-purpose flour

3 cups (720 ml) whole milk, plus more as needed

½ recipe Buttermilk Biscuits




1. In a large bowl, combine the kosher salt, seasoned salt, black pepper, sage, crushed red pepper flakes, marjoram, and cloves. Add the ground sausage and mix well.

2. In a large skillet over medium-high heat, cook the pork mixture until browned, or until the internal temperature of the pork is 160°F, about 8 minutes. Reduce the heat to medium. Do not drain. Add the flour and stir until the sausage is coated. Pour in the milk, stir, and cook for 10 to 12 minutes, until thickened, stirring often. You may want to add more milk (up to 2 more cups) until the gravy reaches your desired consistency.

3. Serve over the biscuits.






Blueberry Coffee Cake
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I don’t think I’ll ever stop being delighted at the idea of cake for breakfast. When I was growing up, my folks would treat us with store-bought coffee cake on the weekends, and it was like Christmas on a Saturday. When I became a food blogger, I started to turn all those wonderful memories into from-scratch versions. This coffee cake can’t be considered a healthy breakfast option, but it should be added to the list of family must-makes when it comes to creating fantastic memories and traditions.

PREP TIME: 10 minutes • COOK TIME: 55 to 60 minutes • MAKES 12 SERVINGS


CAKE

Nonstick spray

4 cups (500 g) all-purpose flour

1 tablespoon baking powder

½ teaspoon kosher salt

1 cup (2 sticks / 227 g) unsalted butter, at room temperature

2 cups (400 g) granulated sugar

4 large eggs, at room temperature

1 cup (240 ml) whole milk

¼ cup (60 ml) vegetable oil

2 teaspoons vanilla extract

2 to 3 cups (570 g) fresh or frozen blueberries

CRUMBLE

⅓ cup (75 g) packed light brown sugar

¼ cup (31 g) all-purpose flour

½ teaspoon ground cinnamon

3 tablespoons cold unsalted butter, cut into chunks

GLAZE

½ cup (63 g) confectioners’ sugar

About 2 tablespoons whole milk




1. Preheat the oven to 350°F. Grease a 9 × 13-inch baking dish with nonstick spray.

2. MAKE THE CAKE: In a large bowl, combine the flour, baking powder, and salt.

3. In the bowl of a stand mixer fitted with the paddle attachment or in a large bowl using a handheld mixer on high speed, cream the butter and granulated sugar until fluffy, 2 to 3 minutes. Add the eggs, milk, oil, and vanilla. Mix on low for about 1 minute. Add the flour mixture to the butter mixture and mix on medium for 30 seconds, or until the ingredients are just incorporated. Remove the bowl from the mixer and fold in the blueberries.

4. Spread the batter in the prepared baking dish.

5. MAKE THE CRUMBLE: Using a food processor or in a medium bowl using a fork or your hands, combine the brown sugar, flour, cinnamon, and cold butter chunks, breaking the butter into pieces no larger than a pea. Spread the crumble over the batter.

6. Bake for 55 to 60 minutes. If the top starts to brown, cover the coffee cake with foil. The cake is done when a toothpick inserted into the center comes out with a few crumbs but no wet batter clinging to it. Everyone’s oven is different, so make sure the cake is done before removing.

7. MAKE THE GLAZE: Place the confectioners’ sugar in a medium bowl and whisk in a few drops of milk at a time until it reaches drizzling consistency.

8. Drizzle the glaze over the warm cake and serve.

9. Leftovers can be stored in an airtight container in the refrigerator for up to 1 week.
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